
Nurse Areema Nasreen

Doctor Adil El Tayar

Bus driver Shaheed Norman Rashid

Nursing assistant John Alagos

Care worker Carol Jamabo

Nurse Aimee O’Rourke

Post worker Bola Omoyeni

Care worker Catherine Sweeney
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TORY VIRUS FAILURE COSTS LIVES
LABOUR PARTY

Keir Starmer wins 
leadership and 
shifts party right
KEIR STARMER won the 
election to replace Jeremy 
Corbyn as Labour leader—
and immediately began 
shifting the party rightwards.

Starmer said Labour would 
“support” the Tories during 
the coronavirus crisis. 

He also said Labour would 
remain anti-austerity. But the 
right celebrated his win. 
>>Page 7

OPPRESSION

Women, the 
home and crisis 
of coronavirus
STAYING AT home is the 
Tories’ central strategy 
to stopping the spread 
of coronavirus.

For the rich, a lockdown 
can be a relaxing holiday. 

For an army of working 
class women, it means 
stepping in and performing 
even more caring work than 
usual.
>>Pages 14&15

SOCIALISM

Put workers in 
charge and end 
capitalism’s chaos
THE CORONAVIRUS crisis has 
shown how essential so-called 
“low skilled” workers are. 

Workers who are often 
dismissed as too stupid 
to have a say over major 
decisions can run society.

But that will require a 
socialist revolution. 
>>Page 15
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  Tories and their backers are  
 in the money thanks to virus
JACO B  R e e s - M o g g—
remember him?—will  be 
cashing in on the coronavi-
rus crisis. 

The Tory toff owns at 
least 15 percent of Somerset 
Capital Management.

It is bragging that corona-
virus gives investors a golden 
opportunity to make money.

It is investing in businesses 
that have been hit by the crisis 
but are expected to bounce 
back—and says investors can 
increase their investments by 
500 percent.

Rees-Mogg is thought to 
have bagged £1 million of last 
year’s £19.5 million profits. 
He’s reportedly worth more 
than £100 million.

Boss Mark Asquith said, 
“History has shown us that 
super normal returns can 
be made during this type of 
environment.”

He said some firms had lost 

around 50 percent of their 
value due to coronavirus. 

“Market dislocations of 
this magnitude happen 
rarely, perhaps once or twice 
in a generation, and have 
historically provided excellent 
entry points for investors,” he 
drooled.

The firm is managed in part 
via Singapore, a tax haven.

Oliver Crawley from 
SCM conceded that, “The 
human cost of the virus is 

devastating.” He added, “But 
our job as investment manag-
ers is to carefully invest our 
clients’ savings and pensions 
for their long-term security.”

lAs the Tories say they are  
protecting ordinary people 
from coronavirus, they are 
coincidentally also helping 
their backers to get richer.

The government has 
appointed a giant haulage 
firm, Clipper Logistics, to 

manage a new supply chan-
nel to get personal protective 
equipment to the NHS.

It just so happens to have 
financial links to the Tories. 

Executive chair Steven 
Parkin is a top Tory donor 
who gave nearly £1 million 
to the party in recent years. 

His most recent donation 
of £25,000 was made on  
12 December last year. 

He also goes along to 
Conservative Party Leaders 
Group meals, where he has 
fancy dinners with high-ups 
in the party.

Perhaps at least the Tories 
are promoting a firm that’s 
looking after its workers?

Unfortunately not. Some 
Clipper Logistics warehouse 
workers complain they have 
been   “crammed into corri-
dors” and have had to wait 
“weeks” for protection such 
as hand sanitiser.

lTHE TORIES shared data on 1.5 million  
vulnerable people with 

supermarkets as the crisis hit. 
The aim was to allow those most in 

need to be prioritised for home deliveries.
Councils were told they too could 

have the data, so that care workers 
and volunteers could get vital supplies 
to vulnerable people. But the Tories 
have still not handed it over.

  Government takes food 
from primary children
TROUBLEMAKER readers 
may think that, in the 
current crisis, a priority 
is making sure that 
children are fed. The 
Tories think differently.

The government last 
week quietly scrapped 
universal free school 
meals for primary 
school children. 

Instead, only children 
with a parent on 
Universal Credit whose 
household income is 
less than £7,400 a year 
after tax will get them

Schools will be able 
to issue vouchers worth 
£15 a week per child to 
spend in supermarkets.

The Tory manifesto at 
last year’s general election 
pledged to keep universal 

free school meals for 
primary school children.

lTHE NUMBER of 
children living in 

poverty across Britain 
soared by 100,000 
in just 12 months.

There are 4.2 million 
officially poor children 
according to the latest 
figures. That’s 600,000 
more than when the 
Tories came to office.

Hancock says don’t 
give nurses more pay
TORY HEALTH secretary 
Matt Hancock claims to 
care greatly for the NHS 
staff working around 
the clock to look after 
Covid-19 patients. 

You might think he 
would consider rewarding 
them for their efforts.

Apparently not.
“Now is not the time 

to discuss a pay rise for 
nurses,” said Hancock 
last weekend. 

We shouldn’t be 
surprised. Hancock can’t 
even be bothered to 
keep track of how many 
nurses have died due to 
coronavirus.

“We’ve seen four 
doctors die so far 
and some nurses,” he 
informed us last week.

lTORIES ARE joining 
in the “clap” for 

NHS and care workers 
on Thursdays.

It makes a chance 
from the things they 
usually celebrate.

In 2017, Tories cheered 
in parliament after voting 
to keep a 1 percent pay 
cap for nurses.

‘‘THE THINGS 
THEY SAY
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‘I congratulated 
him on becoming 
Labour leader’
Boris Johnson’s message to 
the new leader of the Labour 
Party, Sir Keir Starmer

‘This is a huge 
sigh of relief 
for many in the 
Labour Party ’
BBC political editor Laura 
Kuenssberg tweets her 
‘impartial’ opinion on the 
Labour leadership result

‘An era of so 
much bitterness’
Kuenssberg on Jeremy 
Corbyn’s leadership

‘Moral disgrace’
Former TV presenter Tony 
Robinson on the Corbyn years

‘Thankful that 
chapter is now 
closed’
Labour peer Iain McNichol 
celebrates Corbyn’s exit

‘The Corbyn 
years brought 
terrible shame’
Failed Labour leadership 
candidate David Miliband 
tweets

‘You couldn’t 
even win a 
contest over the 
best Miliband. 
Pipe down’
Labour member Lawrence 
Dunne replies

An emergency parcel

lCAR HIRE boss Ling 
Valentine in Gateshead 

has pledged to pay furloughed 
staff and offered loans.

She also advised workers to 
“buy fewer pizzas and recreational 
drugs” during the crisis.

“We should all cut back a bit,” 
she explained.

JACOB REES-MOGG dreams of how to spend yet more money

NHS staff—undervalued

Amazon plot to 
blame workers
AMAZON BOSSES are 
panicking about workers’ 
action during the Covid-19 
crisis, leaked notes have 
revealed.

In an internal Amazon 
meeting, lawyer David 
Zapolsky suggested 
focusing attention on a 
sacked worker, Christian 
Smalls. Smalls had 
organised a safety walkout 
at his New York warehouse. 
Zapolsky said Smalls was 
“not smart, not articulate”.

“To the extent the press 
wants to focus on us versus 
him, we will be in a much 
stronger PR position,” he 
argued. “Make him the 
most interesting part of 
the story, and if possible 
make him the face of the 
entire union/organising 
movement.”

Zapolsky later explained 
that his comments had 
been “personal and 
emotional”. But his 
defence was just another 
opportunity to attack 
Smalls. “I was frustrated 
and upset that an Amazon 
employee would endanger 
the health and safety of 
other Amazonians,” he 
said. “I let my emotions get 
the better of me.”

Several groups of 
Amazon workers have 
staged protests over a lack 
of safety measures in its 
warehouses. But Amazon’s 
advocates only seem to 
feel “upset” about workers’ 
safety being put at risk 
when they can blame a 
worker and not the firm.

Test vaccine on 
poor Africans!

TWO TOP doctors in France 
last week suggested that a 
coronavirus vaccine should 
be tested on poor Africans.

The discussion between 

Jean-Paul Mira and Camille 
Locht was broadcast 
on live TV. Mira asked, 
“Shouldn’t we do this study 
in Africa where there are 
no masks, no treatment, no 
intensive care? A bit like 
we did in some studies on 
Aids.

“We tried things on 
prostitutes because they 
are highly exposed and do 
not protect themselves.”

“You are right,” Locht 
agreed. “We will think 
seriously about it.”

Jean-Paul Mira

No more universal free meals



IN BRIEF
School staff 
resist push to 
return to work
A GROUP of workers at a 
special school in Ealing, 
west London, are resisting 
attempts to get them into 
work.

The school was originally 
closed after staff raised 
concerns about the lack 
of personal protective 
equipment (PPE).

Stefan Simms is secretary 
of the NEU union in Ealing. 
He told Socialist Worker, “It 
was right to close the school 
because there was a lack of 
PPE. Staff have said they will 
not come in until they have 
spoken to the union.”

Stefan added that 
resistance to going into 
school came from “rank and 
file” workers. 

“This came out of a 
discussion on a WhatsApp 
group,” he explained.

Social work 
staff fight 
unsafe office
SOCIAL WORKERS and 
admin staff at a local 
authority in Yorkshire pushed 
back attempts by bosses’ 
to cram them into unsafe 
working conditions. 

Social worker Susan 
said that the council had 
“shut down office areas and 
crammed more and more 
people into less and less 
buildings—and these are 
buildings that are pretty 
overcrowded to begin with”.

She told Socialist Worker, 
“They’ve created mass 
anxiety among workers. But 
bosses don’t know if we’re 
already in contact through 
email and WhatsApp groups.”

Bosses backed off, after 
a number of workers said 
safety concerns would stop 
them returning to council 
offices. 

“We want to keep the 
service running,” said Susan. 

“Some of those making 
these decisions are not 
bad people, they’re under 
immense pressure. Local 
government has been 
slashed to the bone. It’s 
already in crisis—we’re 
already limited in resources.”
Susan is a pseudonym

Postal workers mount 
unofficial safety strikes
by NICK CLARK

WORKERS IN at least four Royal 
Mail offices have struck unoffi-
cially over coronavirus safety 
fears over the past week.

CWU union members at a delivery 
office in Alloa, Clackmannanshire, 
walked out on Monday of last week 
Monday, refusing to deliver any more 
junk mail.

Strikers complained that condi-
tions inside the office were unsafe—
with people having to work too close 
to each other and with no protective 
equipment.

And while the CWU has called for 
Royal Mail to focus on vital supplies 
during the coronavirus outbreak, 
bosses want workers to keep deliver-
ing leaflets.

One striker told the Daily Record 
newspaper, “We work on top of each 
other in the sorting office and it 
hasn’t got any better since the out-
break. The managers don’t seem to 
be bothered by it and just want us 
to continue working as normal which 
isn’t possible or fair.

“The only PPE protective clothing 
we’ve been given are gloves and sani-
tiser that turned up on Monday. It’s 
not good enough.”

He added, “Royal Mail has asked 
us to continue delivering non-essen-
tial junk mail to every household. It 
not only puts us at extra risk, but also 
vulnerable people in the community 
because the virus can be transmitted 
on letters and flyers.

“They are putting profit over eve-
ryone’s health.

Unacceptable
“Some of these companies aren’t 
even operating at the moment, so 
why do they need flyers? It’s unac-
ceptable for us and our custom-
ers.” Meanwhile another 15  workers 
struck at a Royal Mail office in 
Lochgelly, Fife.

Workers at a delivery office 
in Medway, Kent, walked out on 
Thursday of last week. “The employer 
has not done enough for us to feel 
like we’re kept safe. We’ve not been 
provided with PPE,” said one striker.

“We had a general meeting out in 
the yard and when asked what we 
would like to do we agreed we don’t 
want to be working there.”

And workers at a delivery office 
in Hedge End, in Hampshire, also 
“removed themselves” from their 
workplace over safety concerns on 

the same day. They returned to work 
after bosses backed down over their 
demands.

CWU Wessex South Central branch 
reported, “Hand sanitisers turned 
up within ten minutes of removing  
themselves.

“They are now bringing in stagger-
ing starts and have put a bullring out-
side to free up space in the office.”

The fact that Royal Mail manag-
ers still force workers to deliver junk 
mail shows they want to press ahead 
with business as usual.

And bosses and the Tories are keen 
to avoid transforming Royal Mail into 
a public service run for people not 
profit.

Royal Mail should urgently be reor-
ganised to prioritise essential deliver-
ies such as tests, medicines and food 
while also protecting workers’ safety. 
But bosses won’t be persuaded to do 
that in talks—they have to be forced 
by action such as the walkouts.

The strikes show how workers can 
stand up to bosses forcing them into 
unsafe conditions.

ROYAL MAIL workers have a history of walkouts such as this strike in 2017            Picture: Dave WarD/tWitter

Bosses ‘shout down’ safety concerns
DISTRIBUTION WORKERS at a 
Marks and Spencer warehouse 
in Swindon have staged three 
walkouts over health and safety.

Around 80 GMB union 
members walked out on Thursday 
of last week from the DHL-run 
site under health and safety 
legislation.

They had previously struck on 
24 and 26 March. 

Andy Newman, GMB branch 
secretary, said workers are 
“extremely frightened” after 
bosses “shouted down” attempts 
to raise health and safety 
concerns.

“GMB shop stewards 
challenged managers about the 
impossibility of maintaining a two 

metre distance, the lack of hand 
sanitiser and personal protective 
equipment,” he said. 

“One DHL manager agreed if 
staff didn’t feel safe they could 
leave the site—this led to a 
walkout. 

“But now DHL are saying that 
they will not pay staff who don’t 
turn up for work, even though the 
staff don’t feel safe.” 

The GMB is now demanding 
that Marks and Spencer bosses 
make sure the subcontractor 
observes social distancing.

It has gone to the Acas 
conciliation service with its 
demands. 

More workers’ action can force 
bosses to take safety seriously.M&S STAFF are ‘extremely frightened’
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Tory policy, not people in 
parks, has caused crisis
HEALTH secretary 
Matt Hancock has 
tried to blame 
ordinary people for 
the mounting pressure 
on the NHS. He wants  
to distract from the 
failures of Tory policy. 

He warned people 
to “stay home, protect 
the NHS, save lives” 
or face tougher 
restrictions on going 
outside to green 
spaces last weekend. 

A decade of 
austerity and 
privatisation is 
to blame for an 
underprepared NHS 
and the growing crisis. 

Watford Hospital 
in Hertfordshire 
became the second 
hospital to declare a 
“critical incident” as 
the coronavirus death 
toll reached its highest 
figure last weekend. 

Hospital bosses 
told patients not to go 
to the accident and 
emergency (A&E) 
department because 
of problems of limited 
oxygen supply. 

Hospitals are 
already desperately 
trying to find more 
space for patients by 
discharging others.

Socialist Worker 
has received reports 
from one nurse in 

London of a hospital 
discharging patients to 
hotels. 

They included 
homeless people, 
patients waiting for 
beds in other hospitals 
and some with basic 
social care needs. 

The nurse said some 
of the hotels were 
“inappropriate” for 
people’s care needs, 
but were booked 
because they were 
cheapest. 

They feared 
management would 
soon ask them to 
discharge people who 
need a package of care 
but don’t have one.

While joining the 
“Clap for the NHS” 
on Thursdays, the 

Tories are not putting 
in the resources that 
are needed. And to 
add insult to injury, 
Hancock said “now is 
not the time” to talk 
about giving health 
workers a pay rise. 

But he showed 
that austerity was a 
political choice by 
wiping off around  
£13 billion worth of 
NHS debt last week. 

The idea that public 
services should have 
debt is a product 
of privatisation, 
marketisation and 
running hospitals like 
businesses. 

Now is the time to 
push for a properly 
funded, privatisation-
free NHS. 

Tory health secretary Matt Hancock 

Private firms and for-profit 
homes put safety second
CORONAVIRUS has 
exposed a system of 
for-profit care homes, 
that puts workers and 
service users at risk. 

A report from the 
Centre for Health and 
Public Interest think 
tank, published in 
2019, found that care 
home bosses grab at 
least £1.5 billion every 
year in profits. 

Helen Davies is 
chair of the Unison 
union in Barnet, north 
London. 

“The private sector 
has ripped through the 
whole sector,” she told 
Socialist Worker.

“There are rubbish 
terms and conditions. 

“But I don’t think 
there is one care 
worker who has taken 
up the role thinking 
that they will one day 
be putting their life on 
the line.”

Workers are battling 
inadequate PPE and 

pressure from bosses 
to get them into work, 
even when some of 
them should be at 
home.

“Managers are 
managing quite tight 
resources, and it 
doesn’t necessarily 
bring out the best in 
people,” said Helen. 

“Some bosses 
are becoming more 
draconian as a result. 

“You get people 
being asked to work 
who really shouldn’t 
be working because 
they fall into the 
vulnerable category.”
Helen was speaking in a 
personal capacity

WHAT WE THINKWHAT WE THINK

‘BUSINESS AS USUAL’ IS 
KILLING WORKERS   

 M
INISTERS SAY that 
a “small minority of 
people” are putting 
our lives at risk. That’s 
true—they sit in the 

Tory cabinet, on the boards of 
corporations, and are at the top of 
society.

Their determination to return 
to “business as usual” is sacrificing 
working class people’s lives for the 
profit system.

If you’re working class you 
are more likely to have poorer 
health and be in insecure work or 
overcrowded housing. You’re more 
likely to fall ill and die, especially 
during times of crisis.

Black and Asian people and 
migrants are more likely to be in 
lower paid jobs and face all the 
malign effects of racism.

All workers in non-essential 
industries should already have 
been told to stay at home on full 
pay. And those who are essential 
to the running of society should 
have full protection.

Instead, the warped priorities 
of capitalist exploitation and 
oppression cost lives.

In London ten public transport 
workers had died of coronavirus, 
as Socialist Worker went to press 
on Tuesday. Despite demands 

from unions for new public health 
guidelines, they have had to 
continue working without any sort 
of Personal Protective Equipment 
(PPE).

London’s privately-run bus 
companies have disregarded 
people’s health and lives.

Metroline bus bosses sent a 
letter on 31 March making clear 
that those self-isolating are “not 
currently entitled to be paid” or 
“entitled to sick pay”. 

Another bus operator, Arriva, 
threatened disciplinary action 
against drivers trying to implement 
social distancing to save their own 
lives. An employee notice said, 
“Drivers MUST NOT restrict 
their customers from using the 

front doors or seats. Any driver 
seen to be doing this will be dealt 
with formally.”

Another Go-Ahead driver, who 
contracted the virus, said bosses 
had not given workers anything 
but “cheap hand sanitiser”. 

“I brought my own mask and 
gloves,” she said.

Two Royal Mail workers, Bola 
Omoyeni and Stefan Haluszczak, 
died in hospital after contracting 
coronavirus last week.

Postal workers are still told 
to keep working in unsafe 
conditions—and deliver junk mail.

More health workers died this 
week of coronavirus because of a 
lack of proper PPE. 

Doctors described “holding 
their breath” as they treated 
patients.

Capitalist production is geared 
towards maximising profits. This 
has devastating consequences in 
“normal times”.

It has become all the sharper 
with coronavirus.

Boris Johnson being taken into 
an intensive care unit was used as 
an argument by some that “we’re 
all in it together”. 

But the way the system puts 
profits before lives should shatter 
any such myth.

FIGHT TO HALT JOB LOSSES 
 AS THE coronavirus crisis 

continues millions of working 
class people will be left with 

barely enough to survive.
The £1.60 rise in sick pay to 

£95.85 a week that came into effect 
on Monday is just one example.

Health Secretary Matt Hancock 
admitted last month that the 
current level was not enough for 
him to live on. But the Tories will 
tell huge numbers of workers that 
this is what they must accept.

Another threat comes from 
mass job losses. Workers at 

Debenhams retail stores are fearing 
for their livelihoods after the firm 
called in administrators. 

The chief executive told workers 
that he “cannot give you any 
clarity” about their future. 

In a letter to 20,000 Debenhams 
workers, he said that some would 
have to wait two weeks to see if 
they still had jobs.

Last year Debenhams was 
bought by its own lenders. 

These financial institutions have 
the money to bail out Debenhams 
and make sure that there are no 

job losses. Instead they would 
prefer workers to pay the price.

No nauseating speeches about 
“national unity” from Windsor 
Palace, no scraping and bowing 
from the media and politicians can 
paper over the reality of sharp class 
divisions. The queen finished her 
message to the nation promising 
that “better days will return”. That’s 
rubbish—unless we fight.

Union leaders should be building 
resistance to the bosses and the 
Tories over all the issues raised 
during the coronavirus crisis.

The warped 
priorities  
of capitalist 
exploitation cost 
workers’ lives

‘‘ 
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More health 
workers die 
due to lack  
 of protective 
equipment  
by TOMÁŠ TENGELY-EVANS

HEALTH WORKERS are dying 
of coronavirus because of the 
Tories’ failure to provide proper 
Personal Protective Equipment 
(PPE). 

John Alagos, a nurse at Watford 
General Hospital in Hertfordshire, 
fell ill during a 12-hour shift and 
died shortly after going at home 
last week. 

His mother, Gina Gustilo, said 
he wasn’t wearing proper PPE and 
couldn’t go home due to short 
staffing.

Thomas Harvey, a health care 
assistant at Goodmayes Hospital 
in east London, died with Covid-19 
symptoms last week.

A friend and former colleague 
said he had treated a patient with 
the virus without any PPE. They 
said, “I’ve spoken to each and every 
one of his colleagues and everyone is 
saying that he was not supplied with 
protective clothing.” 

Walsall nurse Areema Nasreen 
and Kent nurse Aimee O’Rourke 
died of coronavirus last week. 
Doctors Alfa Saadu, Amged el-Haw-
rani, Adil El Tayar and Habib Zaidi 
have also died.

The privatisation of the NHS 
Supply Chain by Tony Blair 
and Gordon Brown’s Labour 
 governments has contributed to 
the chaos over the distribution of 
PPE. There are also serious ques-
tions over the PPE that is provided.

Workers are worried that 
what they’re getting is far below 
the standards recommended by  
the World Health Organisation 
(WHO). One frontline ambu-
lance worker in London told 
Socialist Worker, “You start 
a shift with about three to 
five surgical masks, which 
are just paper essentially. 

“When you’re breathing 
with the surgical mask on, 
it frosts up your glasses, so 
they are not airtight.”

The WHO recom-
mends FFP3 masks 
to protect against 
coronavirus. But 
the worker said, 

“There are only two FFP3 masks 
for each vehicle. Once the surgical 
masks are used up, you drive to a 
depot, which isn’t necessarily yours. 

There will be a team leader with 
a box on their desk, essentially 
 guarding it—we are talking seri-
ously low stocks.”

Unions have been slow to make 
demands because they want a seat 
at the top table alongside ministers 
and hospital bosses. 

But grassroots anger over the lack 
of proper PPE has slowly begun to 
move them.

Intensive
Socialist Worker has received 
reports that nurses at an intensive 
care unit at a south London hos-
pital have successfully won their 
demands for proper PPE. 

They would not have gone into 
work without the kit. In Southend 

Hospital in Essex clinical staff told 
management they could 

“limit services” if they 
weren’t provided with 
the proper kit.

And the London 
ambulance worker 
said there is “a real 
mutinous mood over 
the lack of kit”.

Unions should take 
action against the 

Tory government 
responsible for 

a crumbling 
NHS.

BACK STORY
NHS staff are dying because they 
do not have proper equipment
lOne worker said there is a lack 
of FFP3 masks recommended by 
the World Health Organisation 
lInstead many workers are left 
with masks to wear that are ‘just 
paper essentially’
lGrassroots anger among health 
workers has won demands over 
equipment in some hospitals
lNow unions need to step up and 
take action against the Tories who 
have created a crumbling NHS

WORKERS AT the Nightingale hospital in east London Picture: Guy Smallman

‘We are made to feel our job isn’t 
valuable’---care staff speak out
CORONAVIRUS PUTS hundreds 
of thousands of vulnerable 
people in adult social care 
services at risk. 

The daily figures for how 
many people have died due to 
coronavirus only include people 
who have died in hospitals.

So the scale of the crisis in 
care homes is unknown. But a 
single care home in Glasgow has 
recorded 16 deaths in a week 
in what is suspected to be a 
Covid-19 outbreak. 

The Burlington Court home in 
the Cranhill area of the city is run 
by private firm Four Seasons. 

The news will add to care 
workers’ anger that they aren’t 
being tested and can’t access the 
personal protective equipment 
(PPE) they need.

Support worker Julia, 
employed by a private company, 
works with people with a 
learning disability in their own 
homes and in the community. 

She told Socialist Worker, 
“There’s no equipment—no 
masks, no gloves.”

She added that care workers 

are “made to feel as though our 
job is not valuable”. “When we 
work in the community, we’re not 
seen as being at risk,” she said.

Workers are demanding 
gloves, masks, aprons and hand 
gel at every home they visit. 

Julia said low pay means 
workers aren’t self-isolating 
when they should be. 

“Staff are so scared that they’ll 
get fired, lose their job or not 

get paid at the correct time,” 
she said. “We are paid £8.30 an 
hour—we are fighting for £9.10, 
we need to keep up the fight for 
this.”

London community 
occupational therapist Janet 
works with people discharged 
from hospitals into their homes. 

Workers are even struggling 
to carry out even the most basic 
hand washing measures. 

“We don’t have alcohol gel,” 
Janet told Socialist Worker. “They 
say to use hot soapy water but 
in people’s homes, they don’t 
necessarily have soap or hot 
water. Sometimes they don’t have 
a sink.”

Janet added that a rush to 
get people out of hospital could 
leave people at risk.

“They may send people home 
straight from intensive care—
normally they would go to a high 
intensive ward,” she said. 

“There’s a huge level of 
anxiety among workers over 
what is coming.” 

Janet is a pseudonym 

Bosses profit from care for older people

Protected?

A care home in Glasgow

Sign up to our morning newsletter Breakfast in Red 
and get the latest news every day. 

For updates and analysis on the stories that matter go 
to socialistworker.co.uk/breakfastinred
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 IMF says this is ‘a 
crisis like no other’
THERE’S AN old cliche about the economy falling off a 
cliff. This time it really has, all over the world.

A series of graphs appeared last week summarising recent 
economic figures. Usually they are quite jagged and uneven, 
but can be smoothed into curves. 

These ones are all straight lines—going up or down. 
Unemployment claims in the United States up by nearly 
ten million in two weeks and 950,000 applications for 
Universal Credit in a fortnight in Britain. 

British services managers’ index down from 53.3 to 34.5 
percent between February and March and the Eurozone 
composite index down from 51.6 to 29.7 percent in the same 
period.

“This is a crisis like no other,” says Kristalina Georgieva, 
managing director of the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF).  “Never in the history of the IMF have we witnessed 
the world economy coming to a standstill. It is way worse 
than the global financial crisis.”

The suffering in the advanced capitalist economies is 
immense. But this is nothing compared to what is starting to 
happen in the Global South.

This is partly because these are poorer societies, whose 
states have fewer resources than their northern counterparts, 
and whose relatively weak healthcare systems have been 
harshly squeezed in the era of neoliberal “structural 
adjustment”.

But it’s also because so many working people in the south 
belong to the so-called informal sector. The lockdowns mean 
that many of their jobs have just evaporated. 

In India the cruelty of Narendra Modi’s Hindu chauvinist 
government sent millions of migrant workers fleeing 
the cities, harassed by the police and local and state 
governments.

In South Africa the Institute for Poverty, Land and 
Agrarian Studies warns, “While the formal food system is for 
now relatively protected against supply shocks, enormous 
numbers of people (the working poor, those in the informal 
economy, those in precarious employment) will have 
suffered a sudden and long-term loss of income. 

“Even if there is food on the shelves, they will not have 
access to it.”

Dramatic
The same report points out, “Street food traders have been 
locked down and lost their markets. This is devastating to 
the livelihoods of the vast number of people involved in 
this economic activity. It is also having an immediate and 
dramatic impact on what people buy and eat.” 

India and South Africa are two of the biggest and 
wealthiest economies in the South. 

The economic effects of the Covid-19 crisis will be much 
more severe in poorer parts of the Third World.

The scale of the developing recession—what economist 
Nouriel Roubini calls the “Greater Depression”—explains the 
measures that governments have taken to prop up businesses 
and wages. But these are largely national responses. 

At the height of the 2007-9 global financial crisis the 
G20—which links together the largest economies North and 
South—did coordinate state responses. 

This is isn’t happening now, mainly because of the 
growing tensions between the three major centres of the 
world economy, the US, China, and the European Union.

The economic collapse puts enormous pressure on 
governments to end the lockdowns. 

We may still be only in the early stages of the pandemic—
the great flu outbreak at the end of the First World War 
lasted over a year. 

In Britain, the deaths and infections are yet to peak, but 
Boris Johnson’s government and its advisers are already 
speculating publicly about their “exit strategy”.

My guess is that states, desperate to get their economies 
going again, will use mass testing to establish that enough of 
the population have developed the necessary immunity to go 
back to work. 

This is very risky because the virus may mutate—there 
were three waves of infection in 1918-19. 

So we need to be ready to fight, not just for mass testing 
and the protection of essential workers, but to ensure a safe 
end to the lockdowns.

MANY PEOPLE are still sleeping rough weeks after Tories promised to house them Picture: Guy Smallman

Tory measures not enough 
to protect homeless people
by SOPHIE SQUIRE

THE OUTBREAK of Covid-19 
is showing just how hard hit 
vital homelessness services 
have been by austerity. 

A number of charities said 
that despite some provisions 
being made thousands of 
homeless people are “falling 
through the cracks”. 

The Tories wrote to every 
local authority in England on 
Thursday 26 March.

The government asked 
councils to house all people 
sleeping rough, those in hos-
tels and night shelters by the 
end of that weekend.

But almost two weeks on 
there has been no definitive 
information about how coun-
cils should do this—and no 
injection of extra funding. 

Some people have been 
placed in accommodation, 
but many remain on the 
streets. 

They face extra harass-
ment from police.

Deemed
Night-time patrols by chari-
ties have been slashed as 
deserted streets are deemed 
unsafe and as workers get 
sick.

Some 464 homeless people 
in London were placed in 
self-contained accommoda-
tion two weeks ago according 
to the London mayor’s office. 

But it estimates there is 
around a further 11,000 
homeless people in the 
capital. 

And currently around 200 
homeless people are reported 
to be sleeping in Heathrow 
airport terminals. 

Denell Dema, a supported 
housing worker in south 
London said workers faced 
a challenge operating ser-
vices with low levels of staff-
ing and short supplies of food 
and medicine. 

“Before my shift I drive 
around all the supermarkets 
to see if there’s anything left. 

“I find two packets of 
pasta, but we’ve got 60 res-
idents and it’s becoming a 
struggle to feed them,” she 
said. 

A decade of Tory cuts 
have left a £1 billion “fund-
ing hole” in services for single 
homeless people.

And there are 8,755 fewer 
places in accommodation 
services than nine years 
ago according to research 
by homelessness charity St. 
Mungos. 

Coronavirus also comes 
at a time of record levels of 
homelessness.

According to homeless 
charity Shelter, at least 
135,000 children were home-
less last Christmas—the high-
est in 12 years. 

Homeless people living on 

the streets are also finding 
that aid that they rely on has 
been drastically reduced due 
to the virus. 

“Traditional food projects 
for those experiencing home-
lessness rely on large public 
gatherings, soup-kitchen style 
handouts and unfortunately, 
they are no longer safe,” said 
Ben Richardson, Director of 
Bristol-based homelessness 
charity Caring. 

Matt Downie, director of 
policy and external affairs at 
homeless charity Crisis UK 
said, “We’ve had reports of 
people not eating for days 
now.”

“People on the streets 
who haven’t made it into 
hotel accommodation are 
really struggling because the 
normal sources of food have 
gone,” he said. 

For homeless people, the 
stakes could not be higher.

Even thous housed in 
temporary accommodation 
remain at a higher risk of 
contracting the virus. 

It’s common for families to 
share one bedroom, and only 
have access to a communal 
bathroom and kitchen. 

Seyi Obakin, chief execu-
tive of youth homelessness 
charity Centrepoint, said, 
“We are facing an unprec-
edented homelessness crisis 
in the wake of the coronavi-
rus pandemic.

Got a story?
Email ideas to reports@
socialistworker.co.uk

Homeless more at risk 
HOMELESS PEOPLE 
are particularly 
vulnerable to the virus. 

According to Pathway, 
an organisation that 
works on health care 
for the homeless, they 
are 2.5 times as likely 
to have asthma as the 
general population, 
and 34 times likelier 
to have tuberculosis.

These are conditions 
that often make 
Covid-19 fatal.

Homeless men have 
a life expectancy of 44, 
half the national  
average.

There are real worries 
that the latest moves 

to help homeless 
people are simply 
temporary measures. 

Homeless people 
fear that once the 
government decrees 
that the crisis has 
passed then people will 
be turfed out from the 
accommodation where 
they have been placed.

A homelessness 
worker in Manchester 
told local media, “On 
the one hand I think 
why couldn’t we have 
mobilised the resources 
we now have before. 

On the other I 
wonder if it is just show 
for a short while.”
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  Labour 
shifts right 
as Starmer 
wins  the 
leadership
by NICK CLARK 

KEIR STARMER won the elec-
tion to replace Jeremy Corbyn 
as leader of the Labour Party and 
immediately began shifting the 
party rightwards.

His victory is a sign that many 
members have been won by the 
argument that Labour lost the 2019 
general election because it was too 
left wing.

Starmer won in all the different 
categories of members, and beat 
the left’s candidate Rebecca Long-
Bailey by around two to one among 
individual members and trade 
unionists.

Meanwhile, left winger Richard 
Burgon came third behind Rosena 
Allin-Khan and the winner Angela 
Rayner in the race for deputy leader.

Both Starmer and Rayner cam-
paigned on promises to defend the 
legacy of Corbyn’s leadership while 
appealing to the right and bringing 
“unity”.

Yet in a statement follow-
ing his victory, Starmer already 
showed signs of dragging Labour 
rightwards.

Impossible
He said that Labour would “have 
the courage to support” the Tory 
government during the coronavi-
rus crisis “in the national interest.” 
“Not opposition for opposition’s 
sake,” he said. “Not scoring party 
political points or making impossi-
ble demands.”

At every step the Tories’ response 
to the outbreak has been to put the 
interests of the bosses ahead of the 
lives and safety of ordinary people. 
But Starmer said Labour’s goal 
during the outbreak is “the same as 
the government’s”.

Starmer also promised to scruti-
nise the Tories, and that after the 
crisis things “cannot go back to busi-
ness as usual”.

He has promised that Labour will 
remain an anti-austerity party—but 
has refused to say he would keep 
the radical policies in the 2019 
manifesto. 

Yet his victory was celebrated 
by right wing MPs and newspaper 

hacks as a return to “sensible” lead-
ership—by which they meant sup-
port for Tory policies.

He has also removed prominent 
left wing MPs from the shadow cabi-
net, and replaced them with new, 
but relatively unknown right wing 
ones.

They include Rachel Reeves who 
has previously implied that immi-
gration could cause race riots and 
said Labour was “not the party of 
people on benefits”.

Diane Abbott has been replaced 
as shadow home secretary by Nick 
Thomas-Symonds who joined in 
with the attempt to overthrow 
Jeremy Corbyn in 2016.

Starmer is also certain to launch 
a witch hunt against the left under 
the guise of building unity.

In his statement he said anti-
semitism had been a “stain on our 
party.” It was a reference to the 
argument that Corbyn’s left wing 
policies—particularly his support 
for Palestine—meant antisemitism 
was encouraged and tolerated.

His victory should be the final 
nail in the coffin for the idea that 
the main focus for the left is inside 
the Labour Party.

 The focus has to return to 
resistance to the Tories outside 
parliament.

On other pages...
Women, the family and the crisis  
>>Page 14

BACK STORY
Sir Keir Starmer won the 
election to replace Jeremy 
Corbyn as leader of the Labour 
Party last weekend
lHe beat the left’s candidate 
Rebecca Long-Bailey by around 
two to one among individual 
members and trade unionists
lLeft winger Richard Burgon 
came third behind Rosena Allin-
Khan and the winner Angela 
Rayner in the race for deputy 
leader 
lStarmer immediately began 
shifting the party to the right KEIR STARMER (right) won a decisive victory to succeed Jeremy Corbyn (left) 

‘Stay and fight’ inside the Labour Party 
is no way to win real socialist change
LEFT WING Labour Party 
activists are now weighing up 
whether to leave the party or to 
“stay and fight”. 

Many who want activists 
to stay quote Tony Benn, the 
Labour MP who once led a 
movement of the Labour left to 
control the party. “There is no 
final victory, as there is no final 
defeat,” the quote goes. 

“There is the same battle to be 
fought, over and over again. So 
toughen up, bloody toughen up.”

The idea that this is a war 
without end is a pretty grim 
prospect.

The entire history of the 
Labour Party has involved 
constant struggle between the 
left and the right. It’s generally 
taken the form of tension 
between its predominantly left 
wing membership and its mostly 
right wing MPs.

That’s the result of a 
fundamental contradiction at the 
heart of the Labour Party.

Labour reflects—in a 
distorted way—the aspirations 
of working class people for real 
improvements to their lives. 

But because it tries to channel 
this through the workings of 

parliament, the British state and 
the capitalist system, these  
hopes are limited, held back and 
scorned.

So there’s a constant tension 
between party activists and MPs.

The activists look to Labour 
as a vehicle for change and even 
socialism. The MPs, closest to 
parliament, are more concerned 
with proving themselves 
“responsible” enough to govern.

From as early as 1907—just 
seven years after Labour was 

founded—Labour MPs gave 
themselves the right to ignore 
members’ decisions. 

And whenever the left do get 
their way, the right will always 
use the pressures of “unity” and 
“electability” to bring them to 
heel.

Benn himself was defeated 
by this. After nearly winning 
an election to become deputy 
leader, he was convinced by the 
right to stop campaigning in the 
interests of unity. 

His adviser Jon Lansman—
who later founded Momentum—
thought this was a good idea.

A long drift to the right and 
a purge of left wing activists 
followed. Now it looks as if that’s 
about to happen all over again.

So Benn was right—the 
Labour left is condemned to 
continually wage war with the 
right inside the party.

It’s a war in which the right has 
huge advantages. And even if the 
left wins temporary control it is 
constrained by the wider system.

The way to escape is to refuse 
to be prisoners of the right—by 
building a party that is focused 
on activity from below and sticks 
to socialist principles.

 Tony Benn—a prisoner of Labour
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US workers 
on strike as 
Trump backs 
big bosses
Fresh walkouts launched across the 
US as Trump says that hundreds of 
thousands should die for profit
US PRESIDENT Donald Trump 
is determined to force a speedy 
return to work—whatever the 
cost in human lives

At a press conference last week-
end he insisted that Americans 
“have to get back to work” despite 
also saying “there’ll be a lot of 
death”.

“Think of it,” he said. “We’re 
paying people not to go to work. 
How about that? How does that 
play?”

His brutal remarks came as the 
Surgeon General Jerome Adams 
said, “This is going to be our 
Pearl Harbour moment, our 9/11 
moment, only it’s not going to be 
localised.” 

There have already been more 
than 10,000 deaths in the US from 
Covid-19.

Workers in some industries are 
hitting back. In Massachusetts, 
over 10,000 construction workers 
planned a strike on Monday over 
worksite safety concerns. 

Union representative Tom Flynn 
said “there’s no real enforcement” of 
safety measures at some sites.

Workers at an Amazon  warehouse 
on Staten Island, New York, walked 
out last week. 

“How many cases we got? Ten!” 
they chanted referring to workers 
who had tested positive there with 
Covid-19. 

There was also a strike in Detroit, 
and protests at Amazon in Chicago 
on Friday and Saturday. 

Contamination
Fears of contamination also led to 
a walkout by as many as 150,000 
workers for grocery delivery service 
Instacart at the start of last week.

On Thursday, dozens of work-
ers walked out at a Hershey’s 
food  packing plant in Palmyra, 
Pennsylvania operated by logistics 
giant XPO.

And around 900 workers at the 
JBS USA meat processing plant in 
Greeley in Colorado refused to go 
to work last week. 

The action came after coronavi-
rus cases were confirmed among 
employees. The plant has a largely 

migrant workforce where employ-
ees speak 27 different languages. 
But they organised against a total 
lack of safety measures.

A study in the New York Times 
newspaper last week showed that 
rich people have been able to 
observe “social distancing” meas-
ures much more easily than the 
poor.

The data showed that people 
in all income groups are moving 
around less than they did before 
the outbreak. 

Home
But richer people are staying home 
far more, especially during the 
working week.

In nearly every state the rich 
were able to restrict their move-
ments days before the poor, giving 
them a head start on social distanc-
ing as the virus spread.

In many major metropolitan 
areas, the wealthiest ten percent 
has reduced its movement effec-
tively to zero. 

For the bottom ten percent, 
however, it approaches zero on the 
weekends before spiking back up 
during the work week. 

A Kaiser Family Foundation 
Health Tracking poll found that 57 
percent of adults are worried they 
risk exposure because they cannot 
afford to miss work. 

For those on less than £32,000 a 
year the number rises to 72 percent.

BACK STORY
US president Donald Trump has 
responded to the coronavirus by 
trying to protect big business.
lThat has involved a two trillion 
dollar “stimulus package” of 
payments to bosses.
lBut it has also meant trying 
to force ordinary people to keep 
working.
lAnd he has pushed ahead with 
attacks such a stricter border 
controls
lYet workers across the US have 
struck over safety

AMAZON WORKERS protest over unsafe conditions 

Lockdowns lead to police brutality and 
repression in many African countries
WIDESPREAD POVERTY and lack 
of public health services mean that 
coronavirus is a huge threat to 
people in Africa. But they also face 
ferocious attacks from state forces.

Police enforcing a curfew in 
Kenya had killed at least five 
people by Thursday of last week. 
Victims included a 13 year old boy 
who was shot while sitting with his 
family on their balcony.

The boy’s father Yusuf Moyo 
said, “Where is our safety if not in 
our own homes? We want justice 
for my boy. I hope the perpetrator 
does not go unpunished,” 

Nurses in Kenya’s capital and 
at least two towns have launched 
protests or refused to treat 
suspected coronavirus patients 
because the government has not 
given them enough protective gear 
or training.

Five soldiers in Rwanada have 
been arrested. Residents of a slum 
in the capital, Kigali, alleged that 
the soldiers raped women as they 
enforced a nationwide lockdown.

Residents of Nyarutarama said 
the soldiers also beat up male 
residents and stole from them.

One of the victims told 
journalists that on 26 March an 
armed soldier forced his way 

into her home and beat up her 
husband. When she tried to 
intervene the soldier raped her.

Last week, two men were shot 
dead after they were caught 
walking outside.

A 21-day “total lockdown” 
in Zimbabwe to contain the 
spread of led to deep anger last 
week. Police attacked thousands 
of people queuing outside 
supermarkets looking to buy the 
scarce staple maize meal.

Police said 485 people had been 
arrested as public fear grew over 
food shortages. 

Dumped
Police have also rounded up 
homeless people on the streets of 
the capital, Harare, and dumped 
them on waste ground on the edge 
of the city.

Slum residents say they cannot 
implement social distancing in 
overcrowded areas with hardly any 
services. 

More than 17,000 people have 
been arrested during the first week 
of the coronavirus lockdown in 
South Africa.

Police shot two nurses with 
rubber bullets during a protest at 
the Bongani Regional Hospital in 

Welkom says the Nehawu union.
Health staff were calling on 

management to provide safe 
transport to and from work. 

In Waterkloof, Pretoria, police 
arrested a man last week after a 
group belonging to the ANC Youth 
League demanded that a Spar 
supermarket close its doors.

In Port Elizabeth taxi drivers 
on wildcat strike were attacked by 
soldiers and military police using 
stun guns and rubber bullets. 
Some were arrested and ten 
taxis were impounded. Shoppers 
were caught up in the attack and 
suffered injury.

The drivers blocked several 
roads and stopped informal 
taxis operating, demanding the 
government compensate them 
for loss of earnings since the 
lockdown.

On Thursday of last week police 
minister Bheki Cele said that the 
authorities had received more than 
87,000 complaints of gender-based 
violence during the first seven days 
of the lockdown.

On other pages...
It’s ‘survival of the  richest’ say 
shack dwellers>>Page 17
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Johnson letter 
is a waste
THE LETTER Boris 
Johnson has sent to 
all households across 
Britain about coronavirus 
is a complete waste of 
money that could be 
invested in the NHS

Seaton Davies 
on Facebook

SO unnecessary, 
complete waste of 
paper, save paper, send 
emails.....oh wait....Boris 
Johnson knows they’d 
probably end up in the 
spam folder

Suze Parker 
Facebook 

Celebs have 
reason to sing
I’M SO sick of celebrities 
telling us to stay inside 
or even worse singing 
to us on social media. 
For them everything 
probably is fine. 

The best way to be 
quarantined is in a multi-
million pound mansion 
with someone to look 
after your children and 
cook for you. 

Paula Graham 
Brighton

Stop the NHS 
surcharge 
I AM a Commonwealth 
citizen from Nigeria and 
healthcare assistant.

But I have to pay for 
healthcare even though I 
work in the NHS. 

If you want to come 
to Britain, you have to 
pay for your visa and a 
health surcharge on top.

People are going 
through a lot right now 
with coronavirus.

Working in the NHS is 
very, very tough at the 
moment.

The government needs 
to stop this surcharging 
immediately. Those who 
keep the system going 
should not have to pay 
extra for it.

Abedi
North London 

Britain is 
failing test 
IN AUSTRALIA there are 
mobile testing sites that 
are open to everyone. 
It just shows how 
healthcare could be in 
Britain. 

It’s frustrating as 
someone who’s moved 
to Britain, that despite 
there being a health care 
service in this country 
that is much better than 
in Australia, people here 
still can’t get tested. 

Jordyn
East London

Just a 
thought...

Mental Health Act coverage clarification
UNFORTUNATELY there are 
some details wrong on the 
emergency changes to the 
Mental Health Act in an 
otherwise excellent article 
on the government’s new 
powers (Socialist Worker, 
25 March).

It is not doctors who 
apply for the detention of 
patients but mostly  
specially trained social 
workers called Approved 
Mental Health Professionals 
(AMHPs). 

Applications are based on 
the recommendations of 
two doctors. The AMHP 
may then make an 
application if they believe 

treatment (or assessment) 
has to be provided in 
hospital. 

There is already existing 
legislation that says an 
AMHP can use just one 
doctor’s recommendation if 
it is dangerous to wait for a 
second doctor. The 

emergency bill replaces this 
particular emergency power  
and allows applications to 
be based on one 
recommendation instead.

The argument is that, 
because of the virus , people 
who need immediate 
hospital admission may be 
left unsupported whilst 
waiting for a second doctor 
to arrive. 

However the main issue is 
that when people do need 
an emergency admission 
there are often no beds. 

Years of cuts to mental 
health services have assured 
this. 

Practising AMHP

Councils 
must join 
aid efforts
IN WEST London, people 
are taking the lead while 
our council is tail-ending 
the government over 
coronavirus. 

We’re still trying to get  
Kensington and Chelsea 
council to step up and have 
a coordinated response. 

We know we can’t wait 
because we know what the 
council is like from the 
aftermath of the Grenfell 
fire. 

After Grenfell, support 
groups had sprung up quite 
naturally and mutual aid 
groups have drawn in more 
people with skills.

Community groups had 
food, and some of us tried 
to distribute it to homeless 
people in the borough.

And people are working 
with voluntary 
organisations such as the 
West Way Trust and Age 
UK. 

Yes, we have people in 
mutual aid groups in the 
north and south of the 
borough who are quite well 
off. 

But we need the council 
to be part of the response—
and to back our efforts.

We don’t know where all 
the vulnerable people are, 
and by the time we get to 
them they could be dead. 

People are asking the 
council for £100,000. 

The idea is to secure two 
warehouses and for the big 
retail stores to commit to 
provide a certain amount 
of food.

The council are trying to 
stall and puttin gout all the 
usual bureaucratic stuff 
that we’re used to. 

It’s pretty shambolic at 
the moment.

Moyra Samuels
 West London

Universities failed  
students during crisis
THE NATIONAL union of 
students has called for all 
exams to be suspended.

I agree with this.
But I feel that it’s 

assumed that students 
that don’t have physical, 
sit down exams, won’t 
have it as bad as others. 

Really my problem is 
with my university’s lack 
of effective response to 
the crisis. 

When I had lectures 
online, one lecturer 
emailed me saying she 
was new to the system 
and didn’t know how a lot 

of it worked. Surely that is 
something the university 
should be training 
lecturers to do?

I had to move out of the 
halls of residence due to 
how quickly issues around 
coronavirus were 
progressing, and I didn’t 
want to be stuck in 
London under lockdown.

It just feels like there’s 
no accountability or 
responsibility on the 
university’s part to help 
students.

Emily Dawson, 
Kingston University

We’re calling for workers and 
students to join a rent strike
POLLS ARE suggesting that 
millions may already have fallen 
into rent arrears during this crisis. 
We need to be clear that renters 
can’t pay and we won’t pay.

An initial small victory was won 
for tenants when we saw the 
government say it would suspend 
all evictions for three months.

On closer inspection this is just 
an extension of one month from 
the previous two months of 
arrears before an eviction notice 
could be issued. 

In Bristol we won’t be paying 
rent this month. 

Many of us simply can’t afford 
it, others choose to stand in 
solidarity, and there is safety in 
numbers. It is crucial to strike. 

Through no fault of their own, 
many people will be behind with 
their rent and will face debt, 
eviction and legal action in the 
courts at the end of the pandemic. 

We need to organise into 
coordinated localised groups, to 
ensure provisions are made for the 
worst-off people in society when 
we emerge on the other side of 
this.  

In Bristol we started a group of 
tenants, students and independent 
pub owners, with the aim to fight 
the rent injustice.

Within the first 24 hours we had 
500 members for the Bristol 
group, and it has been growing 
steadily since.

We have successfully demanded 

that the University of Bristol 
refunds the final rent payment to 
students in halls.

We organised over 120 tenants 
to withhold their rent to a single 
housing provider, and further 
galvanised the support of many 
more across the private sector who 
can’t pay rent this month. 

Sadly, this pandemic won’t be 
gone by the end of the month and 
this is just the start of the struggle. 

There is a growing appetite 
across the county for action over 
rental accommodation. 

If any socialist is able to sow the 
seeds local to them, now is the 
time!

Daniel Brown
Bristol Socialist Worker Student Society

Are there enough?

Il
lu

s
t
r

a
t
Io

n
: t

Im
 s

a
n

d
e
r

s



Unsafe conditions and a lack of protection by government 
schemes. Sadie Robinson investigates how the Tories’ 
response to coronavirus is wreaking havoc on millions of 
workers’ lives—and how the bosses are taking advantage

  ‘WORKING
 IN DANGER
 BECAUSE
 OF PROFIT’

B
USINESS AS usual. That’s 
the message from bosses 
across Britain as the coro-
navirus crisis grows. In call 
centres, factories, offices 
and shops people are being 

threatened with disciplinary action, 
pay cuts or the sack if they don’t come 
to work. 

It’s a terrifying situation that makes 
a mockery of the Tories’ claim that they 
are protecting workers.

One worker at a “large construction 
company in north London” described 
how bosses were giving people “no 
choice but to come into the office”. 
Workers who don’t go in have been told 
“they will not be paid”.

“Staff sit less than 1 metre apart,” 
said the worker. “We have people with 
asthma, someone who is going through 
immunotherapy and pregnant women. 

“All of us continue to come to the 
office as it feels like we have no better 
options.”

The partner of a DPD depot worker 
said bosses there told workers that is 
they self-isolated “this would be added 
to their Bradford Factor index score”.

This means workers risk disciplinary 
action or losing their job. They described 
“self-isolating, with no income apart 
from statutory sick pay—if they decide 
to pay it—and the threat of job loss 
hanging over my husband’s head”.

These are just two responses to an 
appeal from the Business, Energy and 
Industrial Strategy (Beis) committee of 
MPs. It asked workers to get in touch 
about how their bosses were respond-
ing to the crisis. 

Within days it had received over 
2,000 submissions from scared—and 
angry— workers. 

Time after time, workers ask why sell-
ing things and boosting firms’ profits is 
being put before their health. 

Some workers’ situations may have 

changed since they made their submis-
sions. Yet their stories show how the 
government’s failure to instruct firms to 
close puts lives at risk.

A BT call centre worker described 
people being “shoved in like sardines”. 
They work in sales and retention, yet 
have been told they are a key worker 
and must keep going to work.

A Barclaycard call centre worker who 
chases credit card arrears said, “They 
are insisting our work is essential and 
making people come in. Call centres 
are a hotbed for disease as people share 
desks.

“But they are adamant they want us 
in to collect money.”

The government has said everyone 
who can work from home should do 
so. It said only “key workers”—such as 
NHS staff or food distribution work-
ers—should be going out to work.

Yet for greedy bosses, anyone 
who can keep them in profit 
is a “key worker”, and many 
are forced to work without 
proper personal protective 
equipment (PPE). 

One worker employed by 
The Range homeware shop told 
the committee, “We’ve had no PPE, no 
hand sanitisers provided. We’ve had 
people in buying new nets, curtains, 
paint and picture frames. Definitely 
not essential.” Yet staff had been told 

they are key workers. Those at Dexters 
Estate Agents were told the same.

“They continue to make 
their staff travel to offices 

using public transport and 
to go on viewings,” wrote 
one worker. “They have not 
offered support to vulner-
able individuals including 
their pregnant staff.

“Those staff diagnosed 
with coronavirus have 

gone home with colleagues continuing 
to work in the same office without clean-
ing taking place! Staff are not social dis-
tancing and the premises aren’t being 
sanitised.”

Debt collectors are apparently key 
workers too. 

One worker said the Yorkshire collec-
tion agency they work for “is open as 
usual and telling staff that they are key 
workers so their kids can be at school”.

“Please help, it scares us all to be 
there,” they said. “It is a call centre envi-
ronment and social distancing is near 
impossible.”

Meanwhile at a time of a national 
health emergency, what’s more essential 
than Sky TV? They described the stress 
of being made to come into contact with 
groups of different people every day.

“On an average day, we visit around 
seven homes per engineer to fit or ser-
vice Sky TV, a luxury product,” they 
said. “With a whole family home during 
a lockdown, it can be hard to ask them 
to keep their distance.

“Many of our engineers would be 
classed in the high risk category, or have 
family members/people they share a 
household with in that category. 

“Basically, us engineers feel we are 
endangering ourselves for the profits of 
Sky.”

Faced with unsafe conditions, some 
workers have taken matters into their 

own hands. A Barclays bank worker 
said, “To encourage customers to social 
distance, staff have had to pay out of 
their own pocket for tape to mark out 
spaces on the floor.

“Our branch hasn’t been cleaned this 
week as our cleaner is on holiday. Staff 
are having to do this. Staff decided off 
their own bat to only allow two of our 
self-service devices to be used to adhere 
to the rules.

“Again us frontline workers devised 
this as nothing had been forthcoming 
from management.”

And others are furious at the token 
gestures of support for workers from the 
top, while the truth is they are treated 
like dirt.

One worker involved with the 111 
Covid-19 helpline said the service is 
provided by “hundreds of temporary 
employees, without proper contracts, no 
benefits, no holiday entitlement”.

They described how workers who 
stay home have been told they will only 
receive statutory sick pay. 

Many said this would push them to 
continue coming to work if they got 
sick as they could not afford to live 
otherwise.

“We are key workers that could be 
kept safe at home if our bosses just gave 
us some help,” said the worker. “It’s all 
well and good clapping for NHS workers 
but you aren’t taking care of us.”

DPD DEPOT workers risk their job if sick Is installing Sky TV an ‘essential service’?

Job Retention Scheme 
will bail out the bosses 

 THE TORIES have said they 
will cover 80 percent of some 
workers’ wages if their jobs 
are put on hold—furloughed—

due to the crisis. Their Job Retention 
Scheme means some bosses can 
keep workers as employees but let 
the government pick up the wage tab.

The announcement gave the 
impression that ordinary people whose 
jobs are affected would not suffer. But 
it still means a 20 percent pay cut for 
many people who already struggle.

The scheme doesn’t apply to every 
worker. And some bosses are refusing 
to furlough staff. 

The committee heard how Argos is 
“using the loophole of having stores in 
a supermarket” to keep trading.

“They are forcing all Argos workers 
from their closed stand-alone stores 
to go and work in the stores that are 
still trading,” said one submission. “If 
they refuse, they are being sent home 
without pay, and refused furlough.”

At Sports Direct, some staff are 
being pulled into work and say they 
are not being offered furlough.

Frightened
One said, “They are forcing 
management to work in stores daily to 
complete redundant tasks such as price 
changes. They have given us the option 
to go home and not work, but they 
won’t pay us a penny.

“We now have the choice to either 
protect or feed our families. Myself and 
my colleagues are frightened.”

Millions of workers don’t know 
whether they will get anything from 
the scheme—and if so, how long they 
will have to wait.

A Wetherspoon worker said bosses 
had left staff “in a very uncertain 
situation in terms of their wages”.

“Although I work full time (between 
37-39 hours), I have received no 
confirmation of whether I will be paid 
80 percent of my average earnings, 
or 80 percent of my contracted hours 

(12 hours),” they said. The worker 
said Wetherspoon bosses had given 
“no assurances of when we’ll be paid”. 
But they said that founder “Tim Martin 
has said he intends not to pay staff 
until the government grant is given to 
businesses. Which means no further 
pay until the end of April. 

“Considering his share in the 
company is worth approx £500 million, 
he could easily afford to look after his 
staff if he chose to.”

The worker said Martin should 
stop treating staff as “disposable 
commodities”.

“Wetherspoon should not tell 
furloughed staff to just ‘go to Tesco’ 
like they have done,” they said. “To 
put the livelihoods of over 40,000 
employees in jeopardy is nothing short 
of greed.”

Other bosses rushed to sack workers 
ahead of the government announcing 
the scheme.

“Wren Kitchens sacked hundreds 
and hundreds of employees an hour 
before the lockdown order, fully aware 
that the government would have paid 
wages anyway,” read one submission.

“Hundreds of workers were left with 
no government support or job, mainly 
showroom staff. The company has 
been going on for weeks about how 
they’re very rich and will take care of 
employees.

It’s business as usual 
for workers in debt 
collection agencies. 
One said their bosses 
insisted that they too 
were ‘key workers’. 
Meanwhile debts are 
spiralling for those who 
are now out of work 
(below) 

Thousands of catering 
workers have been 
‘furloughed’

Some will get no support at all 
GOVERNMENT MEASURES to 
protect workers’ wages during the 
coronavirus crisis will still leave 
some with nothing, according to a 
think tank.

The government’s Job Retention 
Scheme (JRS) and Self-employment 
Income Support Scheme (SEISS) 
guarantee 80 percent of some 
workers’ incomes.

But the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
(IFS) last week said there is “a lot 
of variation” in how people will be 
affected.

“Some people still get no income 
replacement,” it said. “The 
JRS will not provide support 
for those who lose their job 
completely, who have to take 
unpaid leave to cover caring 
responsibilities (for example 
looking after their children), or 
who see a cut in their earnings 
but continue to work.”

And some self-employed people 
“will get no support at all”.
“In total around two million 

people with some self-employment 
income (38 percent of them) will not 
have it covered by the SEISS,” the IFS 
said. For some this is because they 
receive less than half their income 
from self-employment, because they 
started their business since April last 
year or because their income is too 
high.

Those who are eligible “may 
struggle financially as they have to 
wait until early June to get cash”. 
Nearly half would see their family 
income drop by at least 40 percent in 
the short term. Yet many don’t have 
cash available to cover three months 
of lost earnings.

Employees who are furloughed 
will still lose an average of around 
13 percent of their net family income 
under the measures. Those who are 
self-employed whose businesses 
close completely will lose around 14 
percent “once SEISS is fully in place”. 

And the IFS warned that the Tory 
measures mean “some will fall 
through the gaps completely”.

Wetherspoon’s boss Tim Martin

Have you
been affected by 

the crisis?
Email us at

reports
@socialist

worker.co.uk
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WHAT WE 
STAND FOR
These are the core politics of 
the Socialist Workers Party. 

INDEPENDENT WORKING 
CLASS ACTION 
Under capitalism workers’ labour 
creates all profit. A socialist 
society can only be constructed 
when the working class seizes 
control of the means of production 
and  democratically plans how they 
are used.

REVOLUTION NOT REFORM
The present system can not be 
patched up or reformed as the 
established Labour and trade 
union leaders say.

It has to be overthrown. 
Capitalism systematically 
degrades the natural world. 
Ending environmental crisis 
means creating a new society.

THERE IS NO 
PARLIAMENTARY ROAD
The structures of the present 
parliament, army, police and 
judiciary cannot be taken over 
and used by the working class. 
They grew up under capitalism 
and are designed to protect the 
ruling class against the workers.

The working class needs an 
entirely different kind of state—a 
workers’ state based upon 
councils of workers’ delegates and 
a workers’ militia.

At most parliamentary 
activity can be used to make 
propaganda against the present 
system. 

Only the mass action of the 
workers themselves can destroy 
the system.

INTERNATIONALISM
The struggle for socialism is 
part of a worldwide  struggle. 
We campaign for solidarity with 
workers in other countries. 

We oppose everything which 
turns workers from one country 
against those from other countries.

We oppose racism and 
imperialism. We oppose all 
immigration controls. 

We support the right of black 
people and other oppressed 
groups to organise their own 
defence. We support all genuine 
national liberation movements.

The experience of Russia 
demonstrates that a socialist 
revolution cannot survive in 
isolation in one country.

In Russia the result was 
state capitalism, not socialism. 
In Eastern Europe and China 
a similar system was later 
established by Stalinist parties. 
We support the struggle of 
workers in these countries against 
both private and state capitalism. 

We are for real social, 
economic and political equality 
of women. We are for an end 
to all forms of discrimination 
against lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender people. 

 We defend the right of 
believers to practise their religion 
without state interference.

THE REVOLUTIONARY PARTY
To achieve socialism the most 
militant sections of the working 
class have to be organised into a 
revolutionary socialist party. 

Such a party can only be 
built by activity in the mass 
organisations of the working class.

We have to prove in  practice 
to other workers that reformist 
leaders and reformist ideas are 
opposed to their own  interests. 
We have to build a rank and file 
movement within the unions.

To join us, turn to page 16  
or go to www.swp.org.uk 
or phone 020 7840 5602 for 
more information

WHAT’S ON       Email your meetings to events@socialistworker.co.uk or phone 020 7840 5600
12

{ }SOCIALIST WORKER 
ONLINE MEETINGS

Weekly meetings  to discuss 
political issues and our local 
interventions.  All welcome.

BIRMINGHAM
Politics of the 
mind—marxism and 
mental distress?
Wed 15 Apr, 7pm
Zoom 281-634-5938
BLACK COUNTRY
Second World War to 
coronavirus—why we’re 
not ‘all in it together’
Wed 8 Apr, 8pm
Zoom 352-891-2411
BRADFORD
Can workers run society?
Thu 16 Apr, 7pm
Zoom 542-511-903
BRIGHTON & HOVE
Capitalism, diet and 
the politics of food
Thu 16 Apr, 6.30pm
Zoom 391-959-428
BRISTOL
Can workers run society?
Thu 16 Apr, 7pm
Zoom 688-397-3148
BURNLEY & PENDLE
Coronavirus, the family 
and women’s oppression
Wed 15 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom 446-409-5118
CAMBRIDGE
Marxism, the environment 
and resistance
Thu 16 Apr, 5pm
Zoom 681-800-4408
CARDIFF
Pandemics, capitalism 
and the economy
Thu 15 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom 630-181-4857
CHESTERFIELD
Capitalism, diet and 
the politics of food
Thu 16 Apr, 7pm
Zoom 828-532-8731
DUNDEE & ABERDEEN
After Sanders & Corbyn—
where next for the left?
Wed 15 Apr, 8pm
Zoom 396-573-1805
EDINBURGH
How the establishment 
broke Bernie Sanders
Wed 15 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom 431-459-112
ESSEX
Socialism in a time 
of pandemics
Thu 23 Apr, 7pm
Zoom 633-922-2868
EXETER
Second World War to 
coronavirus— why we’re 
not ‘all in it together’
Wed 15 Apr, 7pm
Zoom 522-867-7854
GLASGOW
Coronavirus and 
capitalism—what sort of 
healthcare do we need?
Thu 16 Apr, 7pm
Zoom 
810-400-6058

HUDDERSFIELD
Why is the world 
economy in crisis?
Wed 15 Apr, 7pm
Zoom 234-919-9440
KENT
Socialism in a time 
of pandemics
Fri 17 Apr, 7.30pm 
Zoom 434-623-8064 
LANCASTER AND MORECAMBE
Second World War to 
coronavirus—why we’re 
not ‘all in it together’
Thu 16 Apr, 7pm
Zoom  
992-204-9372
LEEDS
Socialism in a time 
of pandemics
Thu 16 Apr, 7pm
Zoom  
856-912-7408

LIVERPOOL
Coronavirus, the family 
and women’s oppression
Thu 16 Apr, 7pm 
Zoom 
982-378-9813
LONDON: HACKNEY
Second World War to 
coronavirus—why we’re 
not ‘all in it together’
Thu 16 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom  
798-534-2585
LONDON: HARINGEY
Booklaunch:   
Transgender Resistance, 
Socialism and the Fight 
for Trans Liberation
with author Laura Miles
Wed 15 Apr,  
7pm
Zoom  
459-388-1576

LONDON1: ISLINGTON
After the Labour 
leadership election—
is Corbynism over?
Thu 16 Apr, 6.30pm
Zoom 874-012-7970
LONDON:NEWHAM
Why is capitalism 
addicted to fossil fuels?
Wed 15 Apr, 7pm 
Zoom 
736-446-743
LONDON:SOUTH
Are we entering a 
global depression? 
Wed 15 Apr, 7pm
Zoom 
497-196-1801
LONDON: SOUTH EAST
Can workers run society?
Wed 15 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom 
529-913-6390

LONDON: TOWER HAMLETS
Politics of the mind—
Marxism and mental distress
Wed 15 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom 816-197-924
LONDON: WALTHAM FOREST
What next for education?
Wed 15 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom  543-023-057
LONDON: WEST 
Coronavirus, the family 
and women’s oppression
Thu 16 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom  731-479-3555
MANCHESTER: CENTRE
Can workers run society?
Wed 15 Apr, 7pm
Zoom  996-385-827
NEWCASTLE
Coronavirus, capitalism 
and the economic crisis
Wed 15 Apr, 7pm
Zoom 368-595-7212

CONTACT 
THE SWP

Phone 020 7840 5600
Email enquires@

swp.org.uk
Post PO Box 74955

London E16 9EJ

Socialist Workers Party online meetings
The Socialist Workers Party is 
holding online meetings during 
the coronavirus crisis. This is 
to ensure that there can still 
be collective local discussion, 
organising and actions. 

Most of the meetings will be 
held using the Zoom system. 
Download the Zoom app onto 
your phone or computer and 
at the time given for your local 
meeting ask to “Join a meeting”. 

 You can then enter the number 
printed on this page for the 
appropriate meeting. 

Make sure you look at the SWP 
Facebook page facebook.com/
SocialistWorkersParty for news 
of national online meetings and 
other updates.

NORWICH
Coronavirus, the family 
and women’s oppression
Wed 15 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom 
906-652-5299
NOTTINGHAM
Coronavirus, capitalism 
and economic crisis
Wed 15 Apr, 7pm
Zoom  
354-874-4790
OXFORD
Universal Basic Income—
is it the answer?
Thu 16 Apr, 6.30pm
Zoom  
730-258-179
PORTSMOUTH
After the Labour leadership 
election—is Corbynism over?
Wed 15 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom  488-934-2809
SHEFFIELD & SOUTH  
YORKSHIRE
Socialism in a time 
of pandemics
Thu 16 Apr, 7pm
Zoom  528-174-9278
SWANSEA
Is Corbynism over? What’s 
the future for the left? 
Thu 16 Apr, 7.30pm 
Zoom 
248-448-3170
YORK & SCARBOROUGH
Coronavirus, capitalism 
and economic crisis
Wed 16 Apr, 7.30pm
Zoom  827-489-7492
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BOOKMARKS the socialist bookshop

1 Bloomsbury Street,  London WC1B 3QE PHONE 020 7637 1848  WEB bookmarksbookshop.co.uk

The Labour Party— 
A Marxist History 
by Tony Cliff, Donny Gluckstein 
and Charlie Kimber, £14.99

A Rebel’s Guide to Engels 
by Camilla Royle 
£4

Transgender Resistance
by Laura Miles  
£10

Hegel and Revolution
by Terry Sullivan and 
Donny Gluckstein, £7
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A teen comedy drama that’s not just a load of balls
TELEVISION
MY LEFT NUT
Available on bbc.co.uk/iplayer

MICK IS a quiet, awkward 
teenager whose normal 
insecurities are made 
worse by his swollen 
testicle.

My Left Nut is a three 
part drama about an 
ordinary 15 year old 
whose life is rocked by a 
growing problem. As his 
testicle swells, so too does 
his stress. What begins as 
an embarrassment soon 
appears life threatening. 

Don’t jump to any 

conclusions just yet.
My Left Nut is one of a 
new generation of teen 
comedies that avoid the 
lazy toilet humour or 
sexism of predecessors 
like the Inbetweeners. 

For a comedy with a 
plot about genitals there 
are few actual penis jokes. 

And even they don’t rely 
on crass offensiveness or 
gross-out humour.

Instead the show gently 
pokes fun at the anxieties 
and absurdities of growing 
up—and the mistakes and 
unfairnesses too.

Mick is never the butt of 
the joke. It all comes from 

a place of sympathy and 
understanding. And in that 
sense it’s much more real.

There are some of the 
usual character types 
found in most teen 
comedies. But they’re 
more rounded and human 
than in most. My Left Nut 
is sensitive but mostly not 
sentimental. Sincere but 
not po-faced.

If there’s one small 
complaint, it’s that some 
of Mick’s problems 
resolve themselves a little 
too quickly, a little too 
smoothly. All except for 
the big one, that is.
Nick Clark

Unorthodox is a unique tale 
of identity, family and escape
Netflix’s new miniseries is about a young woman who flees a conservative 
religious home. It’s a nuanced, deep and complex story, writes Sarah Bates
YOU’VE PROBABLY never seen 
anything like Netflix’s latest mini-
series, Unorthodox. 

It follows Esty, a young woman so 
desperate to escape her life she leaves 
New York with a handful of memen-
tos stuffed into an envelope.

She’s lived her entire life in the 
tens of thousands-strong Satmar 
Hasidic Jewish community in the 
Williamsburg area of the city. 

Raised by her grandparents, Esty 
has always felt “different”. She feels 
this so strongly it’s the only thing she 
says to her husband-to-be, Yanky, 
the first time their families arrange 
a meeting. 

Her world will certainly feel differ-
ent to many watching Unorthodox—
Netflix’s first Yiddish language 
production.

Partly based on Deborah Feldman’s 
memoir, the series focuses on Esty’s 
transition from her old life in New 
York to her new one in Berlin. 

Shira Haas shines as Esty—she 
seems to radiate almost constant ten-
sion in Williamburg. 

At points, her relief at being in 
Berlin is palpable. 

It would be too easy to portray 
Esty’s experience as the story of 
someone escaping a repressive, ultra 
conservative community for a new, 
liberated existence. 

There is much that Esty loves 
about the life that she left behind, 
particularly her grandparents. 

And her journey from wife to mil-
lennial Berliner provokes big ques-
tions for her. 

Just who is she, exactly? What is 
she interested in, what food does she 
want—how does she dress?

She also has to try and come to 
terms with the reality of being Jewish 

and living in Germany—the site of 
Jewish people’s trauma. 

Throughout the four hour-long 
episodes, there are scenes explor-
ing Esty’s wedding to Yanky, and her 
attempts to grapple with her new role 
as a wife.

Some scenes of Unorthodox will 
be completely alien to many viewers 
watching it in Britain. 

But many of the themes are 

completely relatable, and well-trod-
den themes for any family drama. For 
instance Yanky, played to enormous 
depth by Amit Rahav, struggles to 
broker a peace between his parents 
and his new bride.

Huge pressure to be a good wife 
and bear children is complicated by 
Esty’s vaginismus—a condition that 
makes penetrative sex painful. 

Some of the story in Berlin stretches 

credulity. It’s hard to believe the way 
she runs into a succession of people 
each more keen to help her.

Nuanced and heartfelt, Unorthodox 
might not be the obvious choice for 
comfort watching. 

But at a time when most people 
aren’t able to go out and experience 
the world, it’s immensely enjoyable 
to watch Esty do just that.
Unorthodox is available now on Netflix

YANKY (LEFT) and Esty struggle with the expectations of a conservative marriage

Mick has a problem  Picture: BBc

ART
WARHOL AND BEARDSLEY
Available at tate.org.uk/
 
SOCIALIST Worker 
reviewed Tate Modern’s 
new Andy Warhol 
exhibition not long before 
the coronavirus outbreak 
forced the gallery to close.

Now the exhibition is 
available on the Tate’s 
website as a video tour. 

It’s also on the Tate’s 
YouTube channel from 
Monday 6 April.

Gregor Muir, Director 
of Tate’s Collection of 
International Art, and 
Fiontan Moran, Assistant 

Curator, share behind-the-
scenes insights into the 
exhibition.

The Tate also promises a 
wealth of related articles, 
videos and podcasts—
including a tutorial on 
how to recreate some of 
Warhol’s printing methods 
and techniques.

A similar tour of an 
exhibition of the work 

of author and illustrator 
Aubrey Beardsley will be 
available from Monday of 
next week.

Also available across 
Tate’s YouTube channel 
is a huge range of artist 
interviews as well as 
recordings of past talks and 
events

And the Tate also 
offers a range of free art 
activities, quizzes, films and 
educational resources for 
children at home.

Children can learn about 
weaving like Anni Albers or 
collaging like Henri Matisse 
at tate.org.uk/kids.

Educational resources to 
help while children are off 
school are also available.

They include lesson plans 
about exploring animals in 
art to learning about gender 
and the body.

Warhol exhibition—now online

Beardsley exhibition coming soon
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READ MORE
lMarxism and Women’s 
Liberation 
by Judith Orr, £9.99
lAlexandra Kollontai on 
Women’s Liberation
by Alexandra Kollontai, £2
lWritings on women’s 
oppression and 
Marxism—a collection
bit.ly/WomenMarx

Available at Bookmarks, 
the socialist bookshop. 
Phone 020 7637 1848  
or go to 
bookmarksbookshop.
co.uk

‘S
TAY AT home 
to save lives”. 
The advice is 
clear—staying 
put is the cen-
tral strategy 

to stopping the spread of the 
coronavirus.

For most people, outside of 
shopping and exercise, home is 
pretty much all we have left. 

The lockdown measures are 
often presented as a holiday 
from normal life—one where 
Zoom calls can be taken in pyja-
mas, or long-neglected DIY can 
be completed. 

For some people this idea 
will match their reality. For the 
rich, their lockdown will con-
sist of organic veg boxes deliv-
ered to their doorstep, and paid 
carers checking in on their vul-
nerable relatives.

But for millions more, coro-
navirus shows how important it 
is for the day-to-day running of 
capitalist society that ordinary 
people take care of each other. 

It’s also meant that an army 
of working class women have 
had to step in and perform even 
more work than usual.

Joeli  Brearly from the 
Pregnant Then Screwed cam-
paign said, “Yet again it is 
women scooping up the unpaid 
labour to keep things ticking 
over during a crisis.

“We are seeing compa-
nies telling staff to work from 
home but denying women with 
kids that possibility, and we’re 
seeing pregnant women laid 
off without any sort of process 
while others are told they have 
to come into work.”

It’s not just schools that are 
closed—libraries, nurseries, 
lunch clubs, mother and baby 
groups, after school groups and 
youth clubs have all shut up 
shop. 

A
ND IF a decade 
of austerity has 
chipped away at 
public services, 
coronavirus has 
put them under 

further strain. 
In times of crisis, parents are 

expected to pick up the pieces 
when public services shut down.

The stress on individuals is 
immense. And Covid- 19 will 
only increase the pressure on 
parents to feel as if it is their 
sole responsibility to provide 
and care for their children. 

There’s almost no pushback 
to the idea that parents will be 
able to provide unlimited care 
and attention. 

That’s because this care 
takes place through the family 
unit—which plays an incredibly 
important role in the function-
ing of class society. 

In normal everyday life, most 
of the caring in society is per-
formed, for free, by women.

Most obviously this involves 
looking after children. But it 
also involves caring for other 
members of their family, such 
as elderly relatives. 

This set-up isn’t a result of 
biological or innate differences 
between men and women, but 
rather a product of how our 

world is organised.
For instance, women get 

more time off work under 
maternity legislation, so it 
makes sense for them to take 
on more childcare initially. 

And because early years 
care is so expensive it often 
also makes economic sense for 
women to stay at home and 
look after children, rather than 
return to work full time. 

Once children are in school—
one of the only elements of 
childcare the state is involved 
in—a caregiver still needs to 
be there outside of term-time, 
at bed times, for school pick-up 

and so on.
So when women return to 

work—which most will do—
their jobs are more likely to be 
part-time and poorly paid. 

For those that do work out-
side the home, many are now 
faced with the reality of home-
schooling their children along-
side paid work.

And because working class 
women are stuck in poorly paid, 
often insecure employment, 
policies such as self isolation 
affect them disproportionately. 

Some 1.4 million women 
workers earn less than £118 
a week, say the TUC, which is 

the minimum amount to qualify 
for statutory sick pay. Around 
70 percent of those who do not 
qualify for statutory sick pay are 
women.

Forty years of equal pay leg-
islation hasn’t ironed out the 
difference between women’s 
pay and men’s pay for perform-
ing similar roles. 

The figures are stark—
according to the Fawcett 
Society, the gender pay gap for 
full time work stands at 18.4 
percent while the gap for part 
time work has risen as high as 
13.7 percent in 2019.

As recently as 2018 thou-
sands of predominantly women 
council workers in Glasgow 
staged a victorious two day 
strike for equal pay. They had 
faced systematic discrimination 
for many years.

Part of the reason why these 
jobs are paid less is because 
it’s seen as a women’s “natu-
ral” role to spend her life cook-
ing, caring or cleaning up after 
others. 

T
H E  I D E A  t h a t 
women are hard-
wired to be caring 
is an idea that 
comes from the 
ruling class but 

is at times echoed by some 
feminists. 

But women aren’t biologi-
cally predetermined to be 
caring, in the same way that 
men aren’t biologically prede-
termined to be violent or con-
fident. These stereotypes were 
created due to the system’s 
reliance on women taking on 
domestic labour in the home. 

But although women’s role as 
carers is intensified during the 
Covid-19 crisis, there is a con-
tradiction because their work 
outside the home is also central. 

Some 77 percent of the NHS 
workforce are women. Around 
two-thirds of retail workers are 
women. The large majority of 
cleaners are women.

These are among the jobs 
that are crucial in the Covid-19 
crisis.

The government doesn’t 
want women to leave them—
indeed it wants women in these 
areas to do more hours. So it is 
really saying stay at work and 
take on extra responsibilities  at 
home. 

But this experience of addi-
tional family pressure isn’t 
uniform. Richer women can 
pay working class women to 
cook, clean and look after their 
children. 

Th i s  unevenness  w i l l 
be heightened during the 
pandemic. 

There’s a big difference 
between lockdown in a cramped 
one bedroom flat, or a luxurious 
detached house.  

It matters whether a child 
has access to a computer, or 
even a desk to write on. 

The experience of a zero 
hours supermarket worker will 
be wildly different to a com-
pany CEO who can see out the 
coronavirus crisis from the com-
fort of her home office. 

And as well as being the 

During this period where many people’s lives are centred 
around the home, Sarah Bates looks at capitalism’s 
reliance on the family and women’s domestic labour

source of love and support, the 
family is also the scene of abuse 
and violence.

For domestic abuse victims—
most of whom are women and 
children—the experience of 
lockdown will be one marked 
by fear. 

Domestic violence char-
i t y  Re fuge  r epo r t ed  a  
65 percent spike in calls to its 
helpline in the first week of 
lockdown.

During this time of crisis 
people will be living with a 
great amount of uncertainty 
and anxiety. 

A
DD TO this the 
experience of 
living in isola-
tion without the 
he lp of  c lose 
family, friends 

and very little help from the 
state and for many the home 
can become not the place of 
sanctuary we’ve been told it 
should be. 

Rather than being a retreat 
from the stresses and strains 
of everyday life, the home can 
become the places where pres-
sures are expressed.

If people feel like they have 
no control over their lives, they 
are more likely to lash out at 
those closest to them.

And domestic violence is 
treated as though it’s a private 
problem that should be solved 
inside the family.

But for the majority of the 
time, most people don’t see 
their homes as places of tension. 

They are often where we 
experience, love, support and 
solidarity in what is often a hos-
tile world.

Even if that’s the case, the 
ideal of the perfect, happy 
family is one pushed down from 
the top of society. 

That’s because the family 
institution is useful in providing 
the next generation of workers. 

It’s in the interest of the 
bosses and the government for 
children to be raised by their 
parents, at very little cost to the 
ruling class.

When the children become 
adults, they are educated, 
hea l thy  and  so c i a l i s ed  
enough to become productive 
workers.

It’s a myth that revolutionary 
socialists see the solution in rip-
ping children from their moth-
er’s arms.

The answer lies in trans-
forming unpaid labour that’s 
performed inside the privatised 
sphere of the family into a col-
lective, social problem. 

Childcare should be a ques-
tion for the whole society—men 
and women alike. Domestic 
labour such as cooking or 
laundry could be undertaken 
collectively. 

This means that women 
wouldn’t have to spend dec-
ades of their lives undertaking 
this work inside their homes for 
no appreciation and no money. 

And it would also mean that 
“women’s work”, instead of 
being seen as the least impor-
tant, and the worst paid, would 
be viewed as the jobs that 
are necessary for society to 
function. 

A socialist society would 
have more options for people 
than the cookie-cutter idea of 
the nuclear family that capital-
ism presents us with. 

It would mean taking on the 
capitalist institutions that rely 
on the care and attention of 
working class women to prop 
up their society, and building 
our own.

FOR MANY the 
home isn’t always 
a sanctuary (top). 
Protest against 
domestic abuse 
(above) 

So when women 
return to work 
their jobs are 
more likely to 
be part-time 
and poorly paid 

‘‘ 
Striking back

WOMEN THE 
HOME AND 
THE CRISIS

WOMEN TAKE up many of the roles in ‘caring’ professions

FOCUS ON  
THE CRISIS 
FOCUS ON  

THE CRISIS 

Put workers in charge and 
end the chaos of capitalism

Our ‘betters’ have now  
realised that workers 
matter. So could 
workers run society 
without bosses, asks  
Tomáš Tengely-Evans  

WORKERS dismissed as “low 
skilled” only a few weeks ago 
are now “essential” to keeping 
society running during the 
coronavirus lockdown.

It turns out that low-status 
workers such as carers or 
supermarket checkout staff 
are critical to people’s lives.

But if society couldn’t 
operate without workers’ 
labour, why couldn’t 
workers run society without 
the bosses altogether?

Under capitalism much is 
made of “social mobility”. 
Yet strict hierarchies mean 
poor people generally stay 
poor while the rich remain 
in privileged positions.

Working class people are 
then told to “know their 
place” in this class structure. 

They are dismissed as too 
stupid or selfish to have a say 
over their own lives, let alone 
major political questions. 

So it’s no wonder that 
many working class people 
don’t have confidence in their 
ability to run things. But that 
can quickly change when 
workers take collective action. 

By being part of a strike, 
picket line or occupation, 
workers feel their power. 

In bigger upheavals, people 
begin to question who runs 
society and how it operates.

Defaulted
For instance, when the 
Argentine state defaulted on 
£90 billion of debt in 2001, 
politicians recommended 
another dose of austerity and 
bosses turned the screws. 

But as hundreds of 
factories shut, workers 
began taking over their old 
workplaces under the slogan, 
“Occupy, resist, produce.”

In the southern province 
of Neuquen, workers 
occupied the Zanon 
ceramic tiles factory. 

After a five-month 
occupation, the factory 
was renamed “Fabrica 
Sin Patrones”—Factory 
Without Bosses—and 

begun producing again.
Raul Godoy, a Zanon 

worker and union militant, 
said the “genuine workers’ 
council” showed the “capacity 
of working class people to 
manage the factories”.

But such workplace 
councils still operate within 
a capitalist system where 
corporations make all the 
major economic decisions.

For workers to run 
society would require a 
socialist revolution. 

In revolutionary upheavals 
throughout the 20th century, 
workers have formed 
their own democratic 
bodies in opposition to 
the capitalist state. 

This was the case in Russia 
in 1917, Spain in 1936, 
Hungary in 1956, Iran in 
1979 and Poland in 1980-81. 

In these revolutions, workers’ 
councils began to act as an 
alternative organ of political 
power and to organise 
society democratically. 

We are often told we 
can’t have workers in charge 
because we need “experts”.

But a socialist society 
would still have brain 
surgeons and scientists 
working on cures for diseases. 

Resource
The difference is that 
workers’ councils could 
collectively decide to 
properly resource but also 
to control and direct these 
experts so that their work 
better met people’s needs.

The idea of workers seizing 
power often seems remote. 

But before the coronavirus 
crisis, a wave of revolt over 
austerity, neoliberalism 
and corruption was taking 
place across the world.

Organised workers were 
often an important part of 
the struggle. And people had 
begun experimenting with 
new forms of democracy. 

Yellow Vests in France 
organised popular assembles 
and “Assemblies of 
Assemblies” of local delegates. 

Sudan saw occupations of 
squares where revolutionary 
committees organised 
food distribution, refuse 
collection and defence against 
the police. These gave a 
glimpse of how ordinary 
people can take charge. 

Coronavirus shows how 
capitalism cannot meet 
people’s basic needs. 

Socialists have to fan 
the flames of revolt and 
to win a society run by 
working class people. 

For workers to 
run society 
would require a 
socialist 
revolution

‘‘ 

SUPERMARKET STAFF have risen in value

Union militant Raul Godoy
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GO TO work, protect profits, save the system—Matt Hancock’s real strategy

 ‘Immunity passport’ gambles with our health
by YURI PRASAD

THE GOVERNMENT wants 
people to go back to work 
as soon as possible—even 
if it puts them at risk.

Tory health secretary Matt 
Hancock last week said he 
wants to issue “immunity 
passports” to those who have 
had coronavirus. 

He said new antibody tests 
could determine whether 
people are resistant to the 
virus and therefore can safely 
be given clearance to go back 
to work. 

Hancock insisted this will 
allow thousands of frontline 
health workers to return to 
work, knowing they cannot 
be harmed by, or pass on, the 
coronavirus. 

Once established in the 
NHS, the passports could 
then be rolled out to allow 
shops and businesses to 
reopen and relax the govern-
ment’s present “stay at home” 
rules.

But there are grave dangers 
with Hancock’s strategy, 
which rests on the availability 
of reliable testing kits.

These antibody tests are 
different from those used to 

determine whether someone 
currently has Covid-19. 
That’s because once the 
virus has been defeated it 
will no longer show up as an 
infection.

The antibody tests don’t 
look for the presence of the 
virus in our noses and throats. 

They look for signs that our 
immune systems “remember” 
the coronavirus and immedi-
ately start attacking it before 
it can multiply through taking 
over healthy cells. 

That’s the expected reac-
tion of a person who has had 

the virus and whose body 
knows how to overcome it. 
To be of any use, the tests 
have to be able to distinguish 
definitely between Covid-19 
and the other six strains of 
coronavirus known to affect 
humans. 

If the tests yield positive 
results for patients who have 

come into contact with one 
of the others, people could 
be declared “immune” when 
they aren’t. The difficulty of 
getting the tests right means 
that many of the kits are at 
best unproven.

Inaccurate testing kits 
are already being produced 
in their millions and have 

the potential to do untold 
damage. 

They could lead to health 
workers returning from  
self-isolation thinking they 
are safe only to be struck 
down by the virus. 

Last month virologists in 
Wuhan, China, claimed they 
had developed a test which 

could diagnose Covid-19 in 
15 minutes. 

But it can take between 
eight days and two weeks 
after the infection has begun 
for people to start developing 
antibodies to the virus.

There are further difficul-
ties with the testing. 

No one is sure for how 
long our immune systems 
will remember the current 
strain of the coronavirus.

The alternative would 
mean millions of people in 
Britain—and billions across 
the world—would need 
to be tested repeatedly to 
ensure they are still safe from 
Covid-19.

Hancock’s idea of a quick 
test, a stamp in your passport, 
and a fast return to work is a 
dangerous pipedream. 

It reveals the dark heart 
of the Tory strategy for the 
virus. 

The main priority for the 
government is to get the 
economy moving sooner 
than Britain’s rivals, not the 
protection of people’s health.

More online
For more go to  
www.socialistworker.co.uk
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 Coronavirus means ‘survival  
 of the richest’ in South Africa
Social distancing measures mean little for people forced to live close together in tiny shacks.  
Charlie Kimber spoke to shack dweller activists about living conditions and state violence
THE  EFFECTS of coronavirus are 
devastating in Europe and the 
US. But they will be even more 
harrowing if the virus spreads 
through the vast pools of extreme 
poverty in the Global South. 

The measures necessary to 
combat the virus are impossible for 
billions of people.

S’bu Zikode is a leading member 
of the shack dwellers’ movement 
Abahlali baseMjondolo in South 
Africa. He told Socialist Worker, 
“The poor are always excluded, and 
that applies to coronavirus too.

“We are in a tight corner. The 
president says we must stay indoors 
and carry out social distancing 
and wash out hands. The strategy 
assumes that everyone has a secure 
home and access to services

“How does this apply to the poor 
who have no access to water and 
sanitation? The strategy is blind to 
the reality of the lives of millions of 
South Africans.

“In the slums you will find many 
families living in a shack that is 
three metres by three metres. And 
in that there will be four, or six or 
even eight people.

Wiped
“How can there be distancing in 
such a situation? Whole communi-
ties can be wiped out if coronavirus 
comes here.”

Nomsa Sizani from the Women’s 
League of Abahlali baseMjondolo 
told Socialist Worker, “We are being 
treated like animals, not human 
beings. We will hold our govern-
ment accountable for what they are 
doing over coronavirus. 

“The government says there 
must be no large gatherings. But 
our shack settlements bring a lot of 
people together in a small area.

“Because of that the authorities 
attack.”

Instead of assisting ordinary 
people during the Covid-19 crisis 
the eThekwini municipality, 

centred on Durban, is evicting shack 
dwellers.

Sizani said, “We are facing evic-
tions regularly. Our old people, our 
children are traumatised. 

“Our children are waking up at 
night crying and shouting in fear.

“It is such an embarrassment to 
our government. What happened 
to the ‘women empowerment’ that 
the president of the party in power 
promised us at the beginning of the 
year? 

“It is clear to us that this ‘women 
empowerment’ is not for us, not for 
the shack dweller.

“The government says it is doing 
something about gender based vio-
lence. But it sends armed men to 
attack and leaves women and chil-
dren homeless. 

“If there is any rape or murder of 
a women or a child who has been 
made homeless in these attacks we 
will hold the government responsi-
ble since it doesn’t care about our 
safety.”

Zikode said, “There is supposed 
to be a moratorium on evictions. 
The government says so. But it is 
not carried out. Two settlements 
affiliated to our movement, Azania 

in Cato Manor and Ekuphumeleleni 
in Mariannhill, were attacked by 
the municipality.

“In both areas shacks were 
destroyed and evictions carried 
out. Ekuphumeleleni has been the 
subject of three attacks since the 
national lockdown started.

“After people’s homes were 
destroyed their building materi-
als were broken, and then petrol 
was poured on them and they were 
burnt.

Shots
“In Azania live ammunition was 
used, and shots were fired despite 
the presence of children and elderly 
people. 

“Both evictions were carried 
about by the notorious Calvin 
Security, an organisation that con-
sistently acts towards poor black 
people with violent brutality and in 
brazen violation of the law.”

Sizani said, “We want to take 
our part in combating coronavirus. 
We know it is deadly. But there is 
no virus worse than armed men  
shooting at your family. 

“There is no virus worse than 
having to sleep outside, where there 
is always the fear of rape.

“The brutality of the South 
African Police Service, municipal 
security, private security, the Red 

Ants and the Anti Land Invasion 
Unit have taken too many lives and 
left too many people injured.

“The blood of too many innocent 
people has been spilt. Enough.”

Zikode added, “During 15 years 
of our movement’s struggle, we 
have said that disasters are politi-
cal. Disease is also political.

“Class determines whether you 
go to the private hospital where 
they have good facilities or to the 
public hospital which is overrun 
and without facilities.

“Take two people who are 
infected with coronavirus. The one 
who has three meals a day and 
a good home will have a strong 
chance to survive. 

Malnourished
“The one who is malnourished will 
probably not. It will be the survival 
of the fittest—no, the survival of the 
richest.

“ A c r o s s  S o u t h  A f r i c a 
impoverished black people are 
being humiliated, abused, assaulted 
and sometimes killed by the armed 
forces that have been sent into 
the townships, shack settlements 
and inner cities to enforce the 
coronavirus lockdown.

“We have received reports of 
similar situations from comrades in 
countries across the continent.

“Already people who live in 
shack settlements are faced with 
many other diseases such as chol-
era, tuberculosis and HIV. 

“This is a direct result of the 
failure of the government to  
provide housing and basic services 
to our communities, the failures and 
decline of the health care system, as 
well as the economic crisis that has 
resulted in mass unemployment.

“When the lockdown began we 
suspended our activities to create 
a safer situation. We are trying to 
operate through online methods. 

“We are learning Zoom and 
trying to create WhatsApp groups.

“But it is difficult because many 
people do not have access to the 
internet.

“However, we have reminded 
all our members that access to life 
saving medication for people living 
with HIV was won through struggle 
and the politicisation of an impor-
tant health issue.

“It is now vital that we politi-
cise the crisis caused by corona-
virus, and that impoverished and  
working class people take their 
place in this process.”

SHACK DWELLERS face violence from state and security forces Picture: AbAhlAli bAseMjondolo

A destroyed shack in the settlement of Azania   Picture: AbAhlAli bAseMjondolo

Police injured shack dwellers
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VOLUNTEERS DISTRIBUTE aid to refugees in northern France Picture: care4calais

Transport bosses want 
shareholder payouts 
TRANSPORT UNIONS have 
slammed FirstGroup plans to 
“maximise substantial returns 
to shareholders” during the 
coronavirus crisis. 

David Martin, chair of the 
FirstGroup rail and bus giant, 
told investors the pandemic 
could be a profitable time for 
the company. 

He told a conference call, “At 
the moment, in my experience, 
this is one of the most exciting 
times, with potentially real 
deliverables there and money 
standing behind it.

“Everybody is on the same 
page in the one direction of 
maximising shareholder value 
and providing the ability to 
create substantial returns to 
shareholders. 

“That’s our plan of action, 
we’re extremely robust about 
it, and we’re looking forward to 
moving forward.”

FirstGroup is set to receive 
millions of pounds in taxpayers’ 
cash to prop up its bus 
business. 

Its shares were up by 3.86 
percent on the back of the 

announcement on Friday of 
last week. This comes on top of 
being its rail operations being 
bailed out by the government. 

RMT general secretary 
Mick Cash said, “FirstGroup 
executives are crowing over 
shareholders’ payouts for this 
year, all ultimately courtesy of 
the tax payer.

“This is appalling stuff 
even by the standards of the 
privatised rail and bus industry. 

Virus spells catastrophe 
for millions of refugees 
by SOPHIE SQUIRE

THE FIRST cases of coronavirus 
have been reported in refu-
gee camps in northern France, 
according to an aid worker.

Around 800 refugees are trapped 
at Britain’s border around Calais 
and Dunkirk. 

Coronavirus would have a devas-
tating impact if it spreads through 
the make-shift settlements where 
people live in squalid conditions. 

Heidi Henders, a volunteer with 
Care4Calais, told Socialist Worker 
that there have been two cases of 
coronavirus in Dunkirk and one in 
Calais. 

She added that “there are going 
to be a lot of cases we don’t know 
about” because testing consists of 
just taking temperatures. 

The cases in northern France 
came as the United Nation’s (UN) 
warned that the virus would have 
a “catastrophic impact for millions” 
in refugee camps across the world. 

A n t o n i a  V i t o r i n o ,  U N 
International Organisation for 
Migration director general, said, 
“We see the arrival of Covid-19 
in camps as an inevitability not a 
possibility.”

The first case of the virus was 
reported in the refugee camp on 
Lesvos on Wednesday of last week. 

A photograph emerged a few 
days later showing more than 450 
refugees in a food queue in the 
Greek island’s Moria camp. 

In France Heidi says it’s “really 
hard to maintain social distancing 
in the camp” where people live in 
tents pitched less than a foot apart. 
“Another charity in another camp 
managed to ask refugees to queue,” 
she said. 

Cramped
“But here it’s a different situation. 
People are saying to us what is the 
point of queuing when they live in 
cramped conditions in tents”. 

Volunteers are taking large bot-
tles of water and soap so refugees 
can wash their hands, but there is 
very little sanitation in the camps.

The French government has 
implemented one of the  strictest 
lockdowns, with thousands of 
people fined for disobeying orders 
to stay inside. 

Heidi says the police are intimi-
dating refugees around the camps 
even more than usual. 

“You need papers to go out as 
a volunteer that say you are a key 
worker delivering aid,” she said. 

“Of course refugees don’t have 
these papers.”

Heidi said the situation has 
become desperate because “a lot 
of the other charities who provide 
food and clothing for refugees had 
stopped”. “The French government 
has made a conscious choice to not 

help people,” she said. 

Reduced
“They have reduced the aid they 
give to refugees by 50 percent and 
have stopped them having access to 
showers.”

Care4Calais is running an urgent 
appeal for donations during this 
crisis. Heidi said, “The British gov-
ernment needs to provide aid. 

“Refugees want to come to 
Britain at this time of crisis they 
should be doing so much more.”

Anti-racists should demand that 
the British state opens the border 
and lets refugees come to safety.

OBITUARY
Nicki Sellars 
1955-2020
MY FRIEND and comrade Nicki 
Sellars died last month after a 
long battle with cancer. 

I met Nicki in 1989, while 
we were working together at a 
publishing house. 

I’d never met anyone quite 
like her before. 

She was vivacious with the 
most infectious laugh, patient 
and clear when discussing her 
favourite subject, politics.

She answered many of 
my political questions and 
recruited me to the Socialist 
Workers Party (SWP) on 
the eve of the poll tax 
demonstration and riot in 
1990.

I wasn’t her first or last 
recruit. 

Nicki joined the SWP in 
London in the mid-1970s 
while studying sociology 
and psychology at Brunel 
University.

She was involved in some of 
the biggest strikes, campaigns, 

and protests of the past half 
century. 

They included the anti-
fascist Battle of Lewisham, the 
Rock Against Racism carnivals, 
the Miners’ Strike, the Wapping 
print workers’ battle, the poll 
tax, and the anti-Nazi Battle of 
Welling.

In the 1990s Nicki decided 
to move to Italy to build a 
sister organisation of the SWP. 

During this time Nicki fell 
ill with breast cancer and she 
eventually returned to her 
home city of Bristol in the 
early 2000s. 

Here she helped care for her 
elderly parents and made a 
new circle of friends. 

They found her sense of 
fun and gregarious nature 
irresistible.

She started writing, gave 
poetry recitals and published a 
novel, Colour Me In, in 2014. 

But the cancer returned and 
she finally succumbed after a 
three-year battle.

Nicki leaves two brothers, 
David and Jeremy, and many 
dear friends.
Kate Simon

FirstGroup chair David Martin 

Nicki Sellars
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LONDON TRANSPORT

  Stop the deaths of 
  London bus drivers
by SARAH BATES

AT LEAST eight London 
bus workers had died at 
the start of this week after 
being infected by Covid-19. 

One London Underground 
worker and one Transport for 
London worker had also died. 

Other transport workers are 
left terrified that they too are 
at risk because of bosses’ fail-
ures to safeguard their health. 

James, a bus driver in 
south London, said workers 
were lacking basic personal 
protective equipment or san-
itation measures. 

Drivers often rely on pub 
and cafe toilets during their 
shifts—but with those closed, 
workers were struggling to 
stay clean.

Gloves
“Drivers are not being given 
masks or even gloves now 
because we are being told to 
wash our hands multiple times 
throughout the day,” he said. 

“That would be great, but 
since all the shops are shut a 
massive majority of us don’t 
even have toilets or sinks to 
wash our hands.”

He added that workers 
are having to increase their 
overtime to cover services 
left short because of ill or 

self-isolating drivers. James 
said, “We are working longer 
hours doing Saturday duties 
to cover drivers who are off.

“We are all scared we are 
going to give our loved ones 
coronavirus. I have a small 
son. I’m trying my best not 
to even see him just in case.” 

Drivers and the Unite 
union, which represents 
many London bus workers, 
say there is a shortage of 
sanitising equipment. Unite 
regional officer John Murphy 

said a lack of sanitising wipes 
was a big problem. 

“ I  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t 
because production is dra-
matically down and factories 
are closing there is a real 
 shortage, but we are calling 
on Transport for London to 
seek a new source for them 
as soon as possible,” he said.

Workers should be given 
all the necessary protective 
and sanitising equipment to 
keep them safe while they 
deliver a vital public service. 

Unite regional secretary, 
Peter Kavanagh said driv-
ers are “performing a heroic 
job in getting NHS and care 
workers to work”.

And transport bosses 
should make travel free to 
cut potentially  dangerous 
contact between drivers and 
passengers. 

Their reluctance to do so 
shows how they are prepared 
to put workers’ lives on the 
line to keep the revenues 
 rolling in. 

REFUSE WORKERS

Pressure from bin workers forces new safety regime 
BIN WORKERS’ unions have 
forced outsourcing bosses 
to make pay and health 
and safety guarantees over 
coronavirus.

Subcontractor Amey, 
which runs refuse services 
at councils across Britain, 
has agreed to give full sick 
pay to workers who are  
self-isolating. 

This will include those 
who have to  self-isolate for 
seven or 14 days because 
they have coronavirus 
symptoms or live with 
someone who has symptoms. 

Workers with underlying 
health conditions, who have 
to self-isolate for 12 weeks, 
will get full sick pay too. 

One senior executive 
at Amey had claimed 
coronavirus was “less 
severe” than seasonal flu 
and that only statutory sick 
pay was relevant.

This led to outrage from 
workers and their unions—

and pushed bosses to 
retreat.

Keith Williams, GMB 
union London region senior 
organiser, said, “GMB 
welcomes this decision. 

“Amey recognise that 
they initially got the decision 
wrong and we are happy 
to accept the apology.” 

Financial
Jim Kennedy, Unite national 
officer for local authorities, 
said, “Workers should not 
be put into a position where 
they feel that they have to 
break self-isolation rules for 
financial reasons.

“Unite is looking forward 
to seeing how Amey will 
tackle the social distancing 
challenges in its workplace.”

Kennedy warned bosses 
that the union “will not 
hesitate to take further 
action to ensure that the 
health of our members is not 
endangered”. 

nTHE THREAT of action 
by waste disposal 
workers in Kent has 
forced bosses to step up 
coronavirus protection.

Medway rubbish collectors 
and street cleaners had 
threatened an all-out strike 
over the lack of protective 
gear and equipment. 

Unite regional officer 
Onay Kasab had warned 
the council that the union 
would “support any and 

all members who refuse to 
begin work”.

Shortly afterwards 
subcontractor Norse Medway 
agreed to a range of safety 
measures. 

The company, which 
provides refuse services 
for Medway council, had 
made staff “sit four to a cab 
with insufficient personal 
protection equipment”. 

The new procedures 
include not insisting on 
workers sitting more than 
two to a vehicle cab and full 
provision of  hand sanitiser, 
gloves, masks and wipes. 

Unite regional officer 
Phil Silkstone said, “These 
measures should have been 
introduced immediately.”

A similar agreement 
was reached with Thurrock 
council in Essex.

Workers’ action can force 
bosses to protect health and 
safety. 
Tomáš Tengely-Evans

BUS WORKERS are under intolerable pressure 

CIVIL SERVICE

Forth fights 
job assaults
WORKERS AT Forth Valley 
College in Falkirk, Alloa 
and Stirling are in dispute 
over bosses’ attempts to 
replace some lecturers 
with “instructors”.

Lecturers in hairdressing, 
care, construction and 
engineering have all been 
asked to consider voluntary 
redundancy or to take instructor 
roles instead.

EIS-Fela union members are 
fighting the cost-cutting.

Union members voted 
for action in an indicative 
ballot, before the coronavirus 
shutdown. 

But even though the college 
is closed, bosses are pursuing 
their attack, suggesting holding 
redundancy consultation 
meetings online.

EIS-Fela president Pam 
Currie said, “The fact that a 
global pandemic could not stop 
a college management hell-bent 
on ‘transformational change’ 
highlights the low regard that 
senior management have for 
staff.”

Over 1,000 people last 
week emailed Scotland’s FE 
and Higher Education Minister 
Richard Lochhead about the 
plans. 

Lochhead complained that 
his email system was blocked 
up as a result.

Workers also held an online 
rally in protest at the plans
Sadie Robinson

Scottish LP 
goes to right
RIGHT WINGER Jackie Ballie 
has won the Scottish Labour 
Party deputy leader election. 

Her victory signals not 
only a move to the right as 
with Keir Starmer, but a 
further disastrous reverse for 
the party in Scotland.

The election was triggered 
when former deputy leader 
Lesley Laird lost her seat at 
the general election.

Just like Starmer, Baillie 
claims to represent “change”.  

By this she means Labour 
should have campaigned 
even more ardently for 
reversing Brexit and against 
a second independence 
referendum. 

Baillie rabidly opposes 
a second independence 
referendum. She was a 
director of the Better 
Together establishment 
campaign that brought 
Labour together with the 
 Tory-LibDem coalition during 
the 2014 referendum. 

Baillie defeated the 
candidate of the left, Matt 
Kerr, by 10,300 to 7,500 
votes.

Socialists in Scotland 
who want to build a fight 
against the Tories and hold 
the Scottish National Party 
government to account 
over their complicity with 
austerity need to look outside 
the Labour Party.
Hector Sierra

Worker dies after call 
centre is kept open
>>>continued from page 20
and PCS rep told Socialist 
Worker, “Telephone staff 
are still in the offices. That’s 
around 7,000 people. We’re 
not convinced that all of the 
work they’re being asked 
to do is essential or can’t 
be done from home.”

They added, “We’re also 
not convinced that the 
health and safety of the 
staff in the offices is being 
looked at properly. There’s 
too many people in the 
building for social distancing 
to be done properly.”

Meanwhile, workers in 
the Department for Work 
and Pensions (DWP) are 
facing similar worries. 
Jobcentre workers are still 
being made to come into 
their offices—despite being 
largely closed to the public.

One PCS rep in the 
DWP told Socialist 
Worker, “Anger is running 
high in some offices. 

One manager said that 
the two metre distancing 
can’t be policed because 
if two consenting adults 
want to get close together 
that’s their business. It’s 
completely inappropriate 
aside from anything else.

“Everybody that can work 

from home should work from 
home. Because we’re not 
seeing the public so there 
should be no reason for 
people to work in the office.”

Some workers who are 
more vulnerable to the risk 
of contracting the virus are 
already at home. But with a 
huge increase in applications 
for Universal Credit 
there’s pressure on them 
to come back into work.

And there are reports of 
managers in many offices 
suggesting that it’s safe 
for people with asthma 
to come into work.

“When that happens in 
several offices, I can’t believe 
that’s an accident,” another 
PCS rep told Socialist Worker. 
“They’re being told from 
the top to cross the line.”

DWP bosses are only now 
bringing in the equipment to 
allow people to work from 
home. But workers have been 
demanding for since January 
that management make 
it possible for work to be 
completed outside the office. 

Tories and bosses delayed 
and refused to take action 
because they put business 
as usual ahead of people’s 
safety—and now they’re 
putting lives at risk.

FURTHER EDUCATION SCOTTISH LABOUR

Outsourcing 
firms had 
pushed refuse 
workers to sit 
four to a cab 

‘‘ 
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 ‘EVERY DAY IS 
A STRUGGLE’
Hundreds of thousands of people have been forced to claim benefits as bosses 
throw them on the dole. Sadie Robinson talks to those on the front lines
NEARLY A million people 
claimed Universal Credit 
(UC) between 16 and 
31 March. Many more will 
have failed to get through 
to make a claim. 

One Jobcentre worker told 
Socialist Worker,  “Getting 
through on the phone is 
impossible.

“Once you’ve made a claim 
it should be three days before 
you have an  appointment—
now it’s potentially weeks.”

Charlotte Hughes is a 
 campaigner against UC 
in Ashton-Under-Lyne in 
Greater Manchester.

“Some people have told 
me they’ve been on the phone 
for hours trying to claim 
and they can’t get through,” 
she told Socialist Worker. 
“They’ve given up.”

She added that  experiencing 
the harsh  reality of the system 
has been an “eye-opener” for 
many.

Virtually
“A lot of people have 
 contacted me saying they 
didn’t realise how little they 
would have to live on,” she 
said. 

“So many people have 
gone from having an income 
to having virtually nothing.”

The basic rate of UC, just 
£94 a week, is worth just a 
sixth of average weekly pay, 
according to the TUC union 
federation. It also said unem-
ployment benefit was worth 
a quarter of average earnings 
in 1984.

“People are going to go 
without food,” said Charlotte. 
“People will lose their homes. 
The government says you can 
get an advance like it’s some 
utopia, but you have to pay 
it back.

“It’s alright staying at 
home if you’ve got money—
it’s a nice adventure. If you’re 
poor, every day is a struggle.”

The surge in claimants has 
forced Department for Work 
and Pensions (DWP) bosses 
to drop some bureaucratic 
rules that stop people getting 

the money they need. 
T h e s e  i n c l u d e  t h e 

 “claimant commitment” that 
forces claimants to prove 
they’re looking for work—
so sanctions have effec-
tively been scrapped, at least 
 temporarily.

Stringent identity checks 
have also been dropped. 

“They’ve waived all these 
rules that we’ve been  arguing 
against for ages,” one PCS 
union rep told Socialist 
Worker. “It’s just taken a 
 disaster to get them to do it.”

With a massive backlog 

building, activists are call-
ing for more rules to go— 
including the five-week wait 
for first payment.

The Jobcentre worker said 
this forces people to borrow 
from the DWP to pay rent and 
feed their children, getting 
them into debt. “We should 
just approve claims as they 
come in,” they added.

“ T h e r e ’ d  b e  s o m e 
 fraudulent claims but who 
cares? People who need the 
money would be getting it.”

During the 2008 financial 
crisis, claims for  jobseeker’s 

al lowance went up by 
 78  percent in a year. Now 
claims for UC have risen by 
500 percent in a week.

The figure shows up Tory 
measures to protect jobs as 
utterly inadequate. And as 
the coronavirus crisis contin-
ues, millions will suffer as a 
result.

“People are stuck on their 
own and it’s scary. But there’s 
no point appealing to the 
Tories’ better side because 
they don’t have one,” said 
Charlotte.

“They just don’t care.”

Worker dies 
after call 
centre is 
kept open
AT LEAST one public 
sector worker has died 
and another from the 
same office taken ill with 
coronavirus after having 
to come into work.

HMRC tax office 
insiders report that 
a worker in a Salford 
call centre was found 
dead on Monday after 
going home with 
coronavirus symptoms 
the previous week. 

And in a sign that 
the illness could have 
been passed on at work, 
a colleague from the 
same building has now 
also been taken ill.

The death and 
illnesses lay bare 
the horrible human 
sacrifice that bosses 

are willing to make to 
keep people working.

One document seen 
by Socialist Worker 
suggests that workers 
inside the building, 
Trinity Bridge House, 
are the lowest paid.

It also said that 
people with disabilities, 
who need assistance to 
get into the building, 
were still told to come 
to work as late as 
the end of March. 

And it said that people 
regularly had to work at a 
distance of less than two 
metres from each other.

Workers in HMRC 
offices across Britain 
say they’re still being 
forced to work in unsafe 
conditions—made all 
the more galling when 
they could be at home.

They say they are 
still having to sit too 
close together—and in 
at least one office have 
been given paper towels 
to open doors with in 
place of the provision 
of hand sanitiser.

One tax office worker

UNIVERSAL CREDIT claims soared by 500 percent in just one week

People are 
going without 
food. Many are 
going to lose 
their homes

‘‘ 
>>continued on page 19 

Call centres are cramped
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